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ABSTRACT

THE ROLE OF COLLEGIAL INTERACTIONS IN THE EXPERIENCES
OF FIRST-YEAR TEACHERS: A SPATIAL PERSPECTIVE

Jessica Beth Smagler

The first year of teaching has profound implications for career length, job
satisfaction, and teacher effectiveness. Establishing relationships with multiple colleagues
has been found to help new teachers improve their practice and create a sense of identity
within their schools and within the profession. Lack of physical proximity among
teachers, however, has been shown to inhibit the formation of these professional
relationships. Despite these findings, research involving a close examination of how
socio-physical arrangement of space can foster or hinder a sense of professional
community is sparse, particularly with relation to new teachers. Hence, the purpose of
this study was to better understand how first-year teachers’ interactions with their
colleagues influenced the novices’ establishment within their school communities, their
conceptions of teaching, their sense of place and identities as teachers, and the learning
that occurs over the course of the first year.
Using interviews and observations as primary sources of data, and supplementing
these with several other sources such as video tours, interaction logs, and relational maps,
this study examined the interactions of three first-year teachers (in the same middle
school) with their colleagues, while paying specific attention to the role of the spatial
structures of the school in shaping these interactions. Ultimately, this study found that the
arrangements of school structures, including space, time, and task, as well as the
interrelatedness of these structures, influenced the frequency and nature of the novices’

interactions with their colleagues, thus playing a crucial role in their learning, identities,
and conceptions of teaching as a collaborative versus independent endeavor. This
dissertation concludes with implications for practice and research aimed at arranging
these structures so as to make the first years of teaching more constructive and more
satisfying for novice educators.
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PREFACE

After a decade of teaching in a secondary setting, it has become increasingly clear
to me that the collegial interactions educators have throughout the school day and school
year profoundly impact their experiences and their learning as teachers. It has also
become clear that the socio-physical (i.e., spatial) arrangements of a school (e.g., team
structures, locations of classrooms throughout the building, expectations in terms of
working with colleagues) influence the nature and frequency of these interactions. This
impact can be particularly profound for new teachers, in both positive and negative ways,
as their expectations for their careers are often established in that first year.
Having taught and observed in numerous settings, I have experienced and
witnessed the interconnected relationship between space and professional community as
community is formed and reformed through daily interactions facilitated and/or hindered
by these socio-physical arrangements. I have also experienced and witnessed how this
relationship plays a particularly significant role in a teacher’s induction into the field. In
my experience, administrators, experienced educators, and scholars of education do not
always recognize the importance of this relationship and fail to consider the implications
of spatial arrangements on first-year teachers’ opportunities to develop a positive sense of
community. This often results in first-year experiences that are described as lonely and
isolating and/or that stifle novice learning and development.
My first experience as a classroom teacher was at a program called Summerbridge,
a summer program for at-risk seventh and eighth grade students as well as for aspiring
teachers. Although it was not professional, full-time teaching, this experience shaped my
understanding of and expectations for being part of a professional community. For
example, I had the same free periods as the other math teachers, I co-designed and
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co-taught an art history elective and a dance club, I ate lunch with many of my colleagues
each day, and all of the teachers’ desks were in the same large space, resulting in frequent
interactions that were both socially- and curricularly-oriented. My experience at
Summerbridge showed me how fulfilling it could be not only to work with children, but
to work with passionate adults and, in doing so, confirmed for me that I wanted to be a
teacher. Furthermore, not only was I sure I wanted to be a teacher, I learned that I wanted
to be a teacher who was always improving my practice through meaningful interactions
with my colleagues.
Since then, I have worked in three different schools. At Summerbridge, my first
school, and my third school, the sense of community was empowering—the teachers
worked together for the collective benefit of each other’s and our students’ learning. At
my second school, I felt alone, unsupported, and in constant self-doubt. These feelings
stemmed, in part, from having a classroom far from the other sixth grade math teachers,
from being one of the only teachers who stayed after school to plan lessons, from feeling
silenced at faculty meetings, and from eating lunch every day by myself or with my
students, since no one other than substitutes ate in the faculty lounge. As I reflect on my
first few years of teaching, I am thankful that my second school was not my first. If it had
been, perhaps I would have decided that teaching was not for me and left to begin a new
career. Maybe I would have stayed in teaching and come to accept that professional
teaching was about closing my door and doing the best I could on my own. I am fortunate
that Summerbridge and my first teaching job set the bar high in terms of possibilities for
working with adults. They allowed me to see that, in order to help my students, the
professional practice of teaching needs to be about more than just the kids. I need a
community of adults to help me realize my potential as an educator and to feel satisfied
with my career.
Over the years, I have examined and reexamined my own first year of teaching,
and I have interacted with many first-year teachers trying to figure out what makes or
xvi

breaks that first-year experience. I have come to recognize not only that this early career
experience often comes down to a sense of community, but that this sense of community
is deeply rooted in the spatial arrangements of the school building. To take three
straightforward but not trivial examples, new teachers should not have their classrooms in
a separate wing of the building from the other teachers who teach a similar content area
or grade level, they should not have their lunch period at a different time of day from the
majority of the faculty, and they should not be made to feel silenced at faculty meetings
simply because they are new. Circumstances such as these may leave new teachers
feeling lonely and with a dearth of opportunities in which to have recurrent and
substantive conversations about teaching. No teacher should have to go through their first
year feeling alone or unsupported. This study sought to learn how to combat this sense of
isolation felt by many new teachers—a feeling that can lead to turnover, attrition, and
stifling of teacher learning—through an examination of the interactions among novices
and their more experienced colleagues, with special attention to the socio-physical
arrangements of a school.
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Chapter I
INTRODUCTION

Background
The quality and type of professional community present in a school have been
found to have a lasting influence on teacher learning and the overall teaching experience
(Lieberman, 2000; Little, 2002). This is particularly true for first-year teachers (Johnson,
2004). Johnson and Kardos (2004a), scholars of teacher education, explain that when new
teachers are buoyed by a school culture that encourages professional interaction, they are
more likely to feel supported and successful in their work with their students and may be
more likely to stay in teaching. Furthermore, “school contexts characterized by strong
and stable relationships among adults are more conducive to the learning and
improvement of adults and students and the system as a whole” (Quintero, 2017, p. 1).
This study is concerned with these matters of professional learning and the
qualities of experience of first-year teachers. Teachers become better faster when they
work in schools and districts that:
purposefully strengthen the interpersonal and collective dimension of
teachers’ work through structures that allow them to work together, learn
from each other, and coordinate their instruction for the benefit of all
students. (Quintero, 2017, pp. 1-2)
Over the past few decades, several authors have found that physical arrangement of
space, including proximity to coworkers and access to material resources, is one of the
structures that plays an important role in establishing and maintaining professional
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learning communities in schools (Bridwell-Mitchell & Cooc, 2016; Kruse & Louis, 1993;
Lohman, 2000; Spillane et al., 2017). More specifically, Kruse and Louis (1993) assert
that physical proximity is a necessary condition for fostering school-based communities.
The authors explain, “When teachers are physically close to each other opportunity is
increased for teachers to engage in conversations related to teaching and student
learning” (p. 18). Kruse and Louis further contend that proximity allows more
experienced teachers to act as mentors and advisors to novices tapping into feedback that
would otherwise remain unshared. Hence, Spillane et al. (2017) encourage administrators
to be intentional about their assignments of faculty and staff to work spaces within the
school building.
Because physical arrangement of space has been found to play a role in teacher
communities, this study utilizes theories of space to explore interactions among teachers
within those communities. However, one of the key tenets of spatial theory is the idea
that spaces are not simply produced by the physicality of a structure. They are also
produced through the social interactions that take place within them (Massey, 1994).
Likewise, spaces themselves are also integral in the production of the social.
McGregor (2003) defines the term spatiality as “more than physical or social
space. It is the recursive interplay between the spatial and the social, the product of
complex ongoing relations” (p. 363). Soja (1989) asserts that we must recognize that
“spatiality is socially produced and, like society itself, exists in both substantial forms
(concrete spatialities) and as a set of relations between individuals and groups, an
‘embodiment’ and medium of social life itself” (p. 120). Like McGregor, Soja argues for
an understanding of space as more than having physical and social components. This
more sophisticated view conceives of space as produced by how these components
interact.
As an element of this “recursive interplay” between the social and the physical,
established adults (e.g., administrators and experienced educators) in a school have and
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use power to arrange space in a variety of ways, thereby influencing relations among
novice and established members of the school community. The manifestation of this
power can influence new teachers’ establishment within the community, in some cases
leaving new teachers feeling excluded. Studying the socio-physical context of a school
has the potential to illuminate how professional relationships (including those of novice
to expert, novice to novice, and novice to role of teacher) are being produced and, thus, to
provide a better understanding of how new teachers seek to find their place within the
community of their school, how they come to conceive of teaching, and what they learn
in their first years.

Statement of the Problem
The first year of teaching has long been believed by knowledgeable observers to
have long-term implications for teaching effectiveness, job satisfaction, and career length
(Feiman-Nemser, 1983; Johnson & Kardos, 2005; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).
Consequently, many schools have adopted induction programs that include some element
of professional development and mentoring to better support new teachers. In some cases,
these induction programs are helpful, particularly when novices are assigned mentors
who teach in the same subject area and/or grade level (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). In many
cases, however, mentors and mentees are poorly matched or mentors are inadequately
trained, a problem that underscores the importance of a culture of professional learning in
schools (Johnson & Kardos, 2005). Johnson and Kardos found that working in a school
with a strong professional culture was positively related to job satisfaction. When a
robust professional culture is present, new teachers are not limited to learning on their
own, nor from a single person—rather they are positioned to be learning from many
colleagues.
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Empirical research has shown that establishing collegial relationships helps new
teachers to feel included, improve their understanding of instruction, and become
professionals in their careers (Davis et al., 2006). Lack of physical proximity among
teachers, however, has been shown to inhibit the formation of these professional
relationships (Lohman, 2006). Despite these findings, research involving a close
examination of how socio-physical arrangement of space can foster or hinder a sense of
professional community is sparse, particularly with relation to new teachers. All teachers
are entitled to a positive first-year experience. They are entitled to feel supported and to
feel successful. Without closer attention to spatiality, administrators and experienced
teachers do not have a complete understanding of the resources at their disposal for
fostering a positive first-year experience.
Despite efforts toward mentoring and induction programs, what Hebert and Worthy
(2001) found seems to continue to hold true: with few exceptions, the first year of
teaching is generally described “in a negative manner, using terms such as frustration,
anxiety, isolation, and self-doubt” (p. 898). For some teachers, this is, in part, because the
individualist culture still present in many schools predictably fails to meet the needs of
the newest members of the field (Williams et al., 2001). Hebert and Worthy (2001)
explain that many new teachers have few opportunities to dialogue with their colleagues,
ultimately learning how to teach in isolation and through trial and error. Consequently,
these teachers do not know to whom they can turn with their problems, leaving them
feeling alone, insecure, and inadequate.
New teachers who feel excluded from the school community may come to believe
that isolation is all teaching has to offer, ultimately missing out on forming relationships
with their colleagues, stifling both learning and job satisfaction. On the other hand, many
researchers have found that having connections to a community of colleagues increases
job satisfaction as well as teacher learning (Andrews & Lewis, 2010; Bridwell-Mitchell
& Cooc, 2016; Horn & Little, 2009; Johnson & Kardos, 2005; Johnson et al., 2017;
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Little, 2002). Furthermore, teachers who work in supportive contexts “stay in the
classroom longer, improve at greater rates, and experience more success in the
classroom” as compared to their peers in less supportive environments (Papay & Kraft,
2017, p. 16). Hence, this study seeks a deeper understanding of how collegial
relationships are fostered and hindered in schools.
To clarify what I mean when I use the term community, I generally employ the
word in a neutral sense using a definition presented by Bridwell-Mitchell and Cooc
(2016). According to these authors, one way to define a community in a school is by “the
pattern of interactions teachers have with each other” (p. 8). By this definition, all schools
have some aspect of community present among its teachers, whether it is healthy or
unhealthy, natural or forced, lively or subdued. That said, the word community is often
used, both in common language and in the literature, to connote a positive sense of
purpose and togetherness. For example, Little (2002) explains that school communities
that are professional strengthen the knowledge and performance of individual teachers,
especially novices, and pool their expertise and experience to find solutions to common
problems. I am interested in community in senses like this as well. Thus, for analytic
clarity, throughout this dissertation, I attempt to be mindful of the distinction between
community in the neutral sense and in the common, more affirmative senses of the term.
The next section will explain why studying school communities is vital to the
development of novice teachers.

Rationale
Too many educators continue to work in isolation, focusing on their
own students, interacting only intermittently and often minimally with
colleagues and supervisors, and stagnating in (or about to leave) schools that
were never set up to support them or promote their professional growth. This
inefficient approach to improvement is predicated on the idea of making the
system better by increasing the quality of instruction one teacher at a time. A
shift to targeting the organizational context could benefit teachers
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collectively and result in more sustained and sustainable improvement.
(Quintero, 2017, p. 3)
This approach also educates novices themselves to conceive of teaching as occurring in
isolation—a conception that is problematic on many levels. Not only does this view stifle
teacher development, lead to higher rates of attrition and turnover, and leave novices
feeling lonely and excluded; it ignores decades of research emphasizing the value of
collaboration in adult and student learning. Collaboration “isn’t just associated with
instructional improvement … it is responsible for it” (Quintero, 2017, p. 7). Hence, if we
seek to improve student achievement, school contexts must be organized such that adults
are enabled, encouraged, and inspired to learn from one another.
Over the past few decades, several researchers have used the word context to add
substance to qualitative studies of school environments (Horn & Little, 2009; Johnson,
2004; Leslie et al., 1998). Kostogriz and Peeler (2007) help us understand how rethinking
the idea of context to include the notion of space “enables us to take into account not only
the situationality of teaching, learning and professional identity but also their dynamics
based around the ontology of movement, flows and networks” (p. 107). In other words, if
we are to truly understand the nature of schools as workplaces, we must account for the
embeddedness of teaching and learning within the evolving spaces of the school.
Furthermore, the authors contend that, by including space as an element of context, we
can elucidate the ways in which newcomers may end up relegated to the margins. The
findings of this study, thus, aim to fill a gap in the existing literature by providing
administrators, experienced educators, and other scholars with a better understanding of
the role of space in first-year teachers’ establishment within school communities, helping
to increase teacher learning and satisfaction in that first year.
Prior research has shown that proximity to colleagues plays an important role in
first-year teachers’ experiences in schools (Kruse & Louis, 1993; Lohman, 2006; Spillane
et al., 2017) and that teachers’ interactions strongly influence the establishment and
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maintenance of workplace communities (Horn & Little, 2009; Le Clus, 2011; Rodgers &
Scott, 2008). However, the literature has not yet explored the role of a school’s spatiality
in these interactions.
According to Soja (2010):
an assertive and explanatory spatial perspective...is more than just a claim
that ‘space matters’...It arises more ambitiously from a deeply held belief
that whatever your interests may be, they can be significantly advanced by
adopting a critical spatial perspective. Spatial thinking in this sense cannot
only enrich our understanding of almost any subject, but has the added
potential to extend our practical knowledge into more effective actions
aimed at changing the world for the better. (p. 2)
Through a more comprehensive, yet nuanced, exploration of space in schools, this study
extends our knowledge of first-year teachers’ involvement (or lack thereof) in the
existing community as well as of how new teachers alter the existing community.
The physical aspects of space (mostly in terms of proximity to colleagues) have
already been found to have meaningful implications for the first year of teaching. Yet,
proximity is only one aspect of physicality, and physicality is only one aspect of
spatiality. As McGregor (2003) asserts, studies of teachers in schools often “take the
spatial dimension for granted, either ignoring it entirely or focusing on the spaces of the
classroom, staffroom, and school as fixed and bounded” (p. 353). She, therefore,
advocates the importance of a spatial perspective in which institutions are viewed, not as
static and self-contained, but as continually being produced through interconnecting
relationships and practices. Similarly, Quintero (2017) argues for attention to “whether
and how teachers’ capacities are supported or constrained by their social-organizational
contexts” (p. 4). Only then we will be able to transform schools into learning
organizations.
Horn and Little (2009) argue that “collective capacity is forged in part by
cultivating professional community” (p. 213) and assert that conceptual frames and tools
that enable us to closely investigate the interactions that shape and sustain professional
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community will help us in cultivating such communities moving forward. Hence, this
study is informed by theories of (novice) teacher learning and space to examine the role
of first-year teachers’ interactions with their colleagues in cultivating or inhibiting such a
sense of community in their schools.

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to examine how first-year teachers’ interactions with
their colleagues influence their establishment in their school communities, their
conceptions of what it means to teach, the learning that takes place in that first year, and,
more generally, their overall first-year experience. Close attention to the socio-physical
arrangements of their schools provided unique insight as to how the arrangements foster
or hinder these interactions as well as how they influence the nature and frequency of
these interactions. This study also explores how new teachers inevitably alter their school
community throughout their first year as their teaching identities as members of their
school communities and of the profession evolve and grow. By attending carefully to the
role of space in novices’ interactions with their colleagues, I aim through this research to
provide administrators, experienced teachers, and scholars of education with a better
understanding of the dynamics at play in the experiences of first-year teachers.
Studying the participants and their school from the beginning until the end of the
school year provided valuable insight into the full cycle of the first year of teaching,
assisting me in answering the following research questions:
1.

How do three first-year teachers (new to the workforce) in the same secondary
school become established within the existing community in their school?
a.

How do the interactions between first-year teachers and their colleagues
work to help or hinder their establishment as part of the school
community?
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b.

How do these interactions influence the first-year teachers’ conceptions
of what it means to teach?

c.

How are these interactions aided and/or constrained by the new and
existing teachers’ ways of using and navigating space?

d.

What work, if any, do the first-year teachers do to alter the existing
socio-spatial structures, and why do they do this work?

2.

How do three first-year teachers (new to the workforce) in the same secondary
school come to understand their place within their school community?
a.

What place do they see themselves as having in the school, and in what
ways, if any, does this perception change over the course of the first
year?

b.

How do they perceive the role of the social and material arrangements of
their schools in the formation of this sense of place?

c.

How do their perceptions align or conflict with perceptions of other
educators and administrators in their school?

Place
Before addressing these research questions, it is necessary to articulate what I mean
by place in the context of this study. Tim Creswell (2004) cautions us that “place is a
word that seems to speak for itself…. It can be evoked in so many disparate ways
because it is a word wrapped in common sense” (p. 1). On the one hand, this
commonsensical meaning of place makes it seemingly easy to grasp. On the other hand,
it makes the word difficult to understand in a more developed way.
Although place is often used to describe physical locations or as “existing
independently of human life” (Trigg, 2012, p. 1), in this paper, I borrow Creswell’s
(2004) definition of place as “a way of seeing, knowing, and understanding the world”
(p. 18). Like Gieryn (2000), I view place as a “force” with “detectable and independent
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effects on social life” (p. 466). Gieryn posits that places are capable of reflecting and
reinforcing social hierarchies and that the “serial construction of places is at the same
time the execution of community” (p. 477). These communities are forged, maintained,
and contested as existing, and new members continually reassess their senses of place
within them.
Cultural geographer Edward Relph (1976) maintained a perspective on places as
“important sources of individual and communal identity” (p. 141). The communities in
which people are placed and/or in which people place themselves allow us to develop
identities both within those communities and within larger social contexts. Sen and
Silverman (2013) name this kind of identity development embodied placemaking and
suggest that it is the “primary mode by which individuals, societies, and social systems
reproduce themselves” (p. 4).
Hence, in this dissertation, when analyzing the places of the participants within
their schools, I refer not to a physical locale, rather to a sense of identity and
understanding that is filled with subjective meaning. Like Trigg (2012), I view place as
defining and structuring our sense of self. Place is “at the heart not only of who we are,
but also of the culture in which we find ourselves” (p. 1). Perhaps Creswell (2004)
captured it most succinctly in summarizing a philosophical perspective of place as a way
of “being-in-the-world” (p. 19). It is this interpretation of place with which this study is
concerned.
Conceptions of Teaching
The question of how the first-year teachers’ interactions with their colleagues
influence their conceptions of teaching also requires clarification with regard to this
study. Like place, the term conception is used in a variety of ways, both in a
commonsensical nature and throughout the literature, with different authors employing
different—and sometimes inconsistent—definitions of the word.
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In this paper, I borrow Gorodetsky et al.’s (1997) view of conception as “a schema
of concepts developed from theoretical studies, from practice and from interactions with
the world and society” and as “a mental structure that includes also the person’s beliefs
and basic presuppositions, some of which are tacit” (p. 424). As such, conceptions can be
thought of as people’s understanding of the world around them. The authors apply the
term to “abstract aspects of thinking (cognition) originating from experience and
information acquired during study and work” (p. 424). Since conceptions are thought of
as both “tacit” and “abstract,” it, then, becomes the researcher’s role to articulate the
participants’ conceptions to the best of their ability.
Important for this study is the notion that conceptions can change “based on
practice and/or exposure to other sources of knowledge” (Gorodetsky et al., 1997,
p. 424), leading to a “process of knowledge reconstruction which leads to a different
conception than the previous one” (p. 424). This “process of knowledge reconstruction”
can also be thought of as a form of learning. The authors assert that this process can only
take place through critical reflection in a social context and occurs both as a “continuous
process of knowledge accumulation and restructuring” and as “discrete jumps from one
conception to another” (p. 425). It is the novices’ evolving conceptions of teaching—both
continuous and discrete—that this study seeks to uncover, with specific attention to the
role of their colleagues in this change.

Theoretical Framework
Theoretically, this study draws on two bodies of literature: (1) conceptual and
empirical accounts of teacher learning with specific relation to learning as a social
endeavor, and (2) spatial theory. These areas of scholarship intersect as the spatiality of a
school plays an important role in the formation and maintenance of school community,
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thus, influencing how new teachers come to understand what it means to be a teacher as
well as how they learn to teach.
I begin by exploring the question, “When is education?” in relation to how teachers
learn to teach. I continue by discussing several conceptions of teacher learning as well as
the ways in which novice teachers are educated and socialized into teaching as a career. I
close this section by highlighting relevant tenets of spatial theory and connections
between space and teacher learning.
When is Education?
In his 1978 essay, Lawrence Cremin conceived of education as “the deliberate,
systematic, and sustained effort to transmit, evoke, or acquire knowledge, attitudes,
values, skills, or sensibilities, and any learning that results from the effort, direct or
indirect, intended or unintended” (as cited by Varenne, 2007, p. 1560). In answer to the
question, “When is education?” (p. 1570), both Cremin and Varenne would argue that it
is always and everywhere. When someone begins a new profession, they are constantly
being educated as to the knowledge and skills that are valued in their jobs as well as to
the established norms. Teaching is no exception. Education of teachers in schools occurs
through intentional (e.g., professional development workshops) and unintentional (e.g.,
brief hallway interactions) means on a daily basis. As Varenne asserts, education is
“fundamental to sociability and is ubiquitous in the everyday life of all human beings” (p.
1561). As soon as new teachers enter their building, their school as a socio-spatial
organism plays an important role in educating and socializing them regarding what it
means to be a teacher. I do not discount their previous knowledge acquired through many
years as a student, but many teachers (including all three focal participants in this study)
experience their first full-time professional experience when they begin teaching in a
school. Hence, their understanding of what it means to be a teacher and member of the
workforce is profoundly formed in this time.
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The image of the classroom teacher as working in isolation from colleagues
continues to permeate society’s conception of what it means to teach. Yet, research on
teacher education and community continues to demonstrate that learning is most likely to
occur in schools where teachers work together (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; FeimanNemser, 2008; Johnson & Kardos, 2004a; Papay & Kraft, 2017). Because education is
constantly occurring, school communities should be forged and maintained such that
first-year teachers learn to be members of these communities rather than coming to
understand teaching as a lonely and isolating profession.
Teacher Learning: A Social Endeavor
As previously stated, the goal of this study is to provide educators and scholars
with the intellectual resources to foster a constructive and fulfilling first-year teaching
experience during which new teachers begin to develop into effective and satisfied
educators. However, as Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) point out, “Different
conceptions of teacher learning … lead to very different ideas about how to improve
teacher education and professional development” (p. 249). This study was designed and
implemented through the particular conceptions I have adopted of what it means for
teachers to learn how to teach. The ideas of several authors helped me formulate my
personal conception of how teachers learn.
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) and Russ et al. (2016) understand teacher learning
as inevitably situated within social, physical, cultural, and historical contexts. In
Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1999) knowledge-of-practice conception of teacher learning,
the knowledge teachers need to teach well is generated by communities of teachers who
co-construct knowledge through face-to-face interactions over time. Teachers treat
classrooms and schools as sites for inquiry and connect the work of teaching to larger
societal issues in order to account for multiple layers of context. Similarly, the situated
and cultural perspective of teacher learning—derived from Vygotsky (1978) as
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synthesized by Russ et al. (2016) —also focuses on interactions. It builds on the
knowledge-of-practice conception by including teachers’ interactions, not just with each
other, but also with their immediate (both temporal and physical) world and environment.
My conception of teacher learning understands that the inquiry that occurs in school
communities is mediated by the socio-physical spaces in which it takes place.
Cobb et al. (2009) situate the learning of teachers within the institutional setting of
their schools. The institutional setting encompasses district and school policies for
instruction, timelines and guidelines for use of curricular materials, the people to whom
teachers are accountable, what teachers are accountable for, and the social supports that
give teachers access to tools and knowledge. The authors cite several studies
documenting that teachers’ practices are not only influenced by the institutional setting,
but are partially constituted by the materials and resources to which they have access, the
institutional constraints they are required to satisfy, and the sources of assistance on
which they draw. I agree that these elements not only affect the type of learning that
occurs; rather, they constitute how and what teachers actually learn. Hence, according to
this view, it would be impossible to understand teacher learning without accounting for
the institutional setting—and salient material and other resources therein—in which the
learning takes place.
Teacher learning is not just about learning how to teach. It is also about learning
how to be a teacher. In Lampert’s (2010) discussion of teaching practices, she asserts that
“learning the practice of teaching is not only about learning to do what teachers do but
learning to call oneself a teacher and to believe in what teachers believe in” (p. 29). In
this study, I consider learning “to believe in what teachers believe in” to be an integral
part of the learning process—a process that is inherently social in nature. According to
Penuel et al. (2009), these beliefs that teachers develop are deeply influenced by their
social networks, which are forged and maintained by day-to-day interactions with their
colleagues. As such, a network perspective draws attention to the social structure of the
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school as well as the formal and informal resources exchanged through interactions
among faculty. Penuel et al. argue that “studying faculty networks can help produce a
better understanding of the internal structure of the community” (p. 129) and “can help
explain changes in teachers’ attitudes and behavior” (p. 129). The authors also explain
how subgroup members within these networks influence each other’s attitudes and
behaviors as well as mediate individuals’ relationships with the broader organization.
These influences can be particularly strong for novice teachers.
Each of these perspectives brings to light unique and useful ideas for
conceptualizing teacher learning. Taken together—the inquiry among teachers in their
school communities, their interactions with each other and with their temporal and
physical environments, the process of learning to believe what teachers believe in, all
situated within social networks and the larger institutional setting—these theories
formulate my personal conception of what it means for teachers, in general, to learn. The
next section will discuss learning that is specific to novice teachers.
Novice teacher learning. “New teachers have two jobs—they have to teach and
they have to learn how to teach” (Feiman-Nemser, 2001, p. 1026). Although this learning
is, in many ways, a continuation of what is learned during the pre-service phase, a
professional full-time job is generally a new teacher’s first experience with their own
classroom. Amidst the simultaneous demands of the students, curriculum, administration,
and families, new teachers must discover their own sense of purpose and develop their
own identities as teachers. As Feiman-Nemser explains, the first years of teaching are
intense and formative. They influence not only whether people decide to stay in the field,
but also what kind of teachers they become. The socialization in these first years
communicates core values of the profession and educates new members as to the
expectations of their role within it (Pogodzinski, 2012). Unfortunately, miseducation
(Dewey, 1938) might be a better word to describe the consequence of some teachers’
initial socialization into their careers.
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Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1992) highlight that, as a profession, “teaching is
primarily defined by what teachers do when they are not with other teachers” (as cited in
Westheimer, 2008, p. 301). Teachers are evaluated on their individual classroom
performance, and contracts are often negotiated solely based on instructional time. The
authors further emphasize that “when teachers are out of their classrooms or talking to
other teachers, they are often perceived by administrators, parents, and sometimes even
by teachers themselves as not working” (p. 301). All of these factors work to reinforce
novice (mis)education that teaching should be an individual experience.
The image of teachers working in isolation continues to dominate common
perceptions of the profession. However, while some degree of isolation is too often the
case, the situation is not as uniformly bleak as this common image suggests. Perhaps this
is in part because, for several decades, the literature has argued that new teachers cannot
learn how to be effective and satisfied educators without establishing a sense of
community in their school. Learning what it means to be a teacher as well as an effective
teacher is a critical component of a teacher’s first year in the field.
Relationships formed with colleagues have the potential to intensify or shake
teachers’ long-term commitments to teaching and the engagement they bring to their
daily work. Judith Warren Little (1990) contends that “teachers’ work beyond the
classroom, including their participation in joint decision making, can be expected to have
an effect on their capacities and commitments as teachers” (pp. 522-523). She further
posits that involvement with colleagues may shape a teacher’s sense of self as a member
of a faculty and of a profession, thereby educating new teachers to believe that the
profession is characterized by community and collaboration rather than autonomy and
isolation.
In Hargreaves’s (1994) discussion of teacher development, he explains the concept
of symbolic interactionism, which addresses how people’s selves are “formed and
transformed through the meanings and language (symbols) of human interactions” (p. 2).
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He argues that the self is socially constructed and believes that teaching is given meaning
through the evolvement of teachers’ selves within the contexts of their work
environments. Hence, the community within which a teacher begins a career will have a
profound impact on this evolvement.
Feiman-Nemser (2001) also argues for a joint effort toward teaching in her
assertion that, “if teachers are going to participate in building a new professional culture,
they must be introduced early on to the skills of inquiry and given many opportunities to
develop the habits of critical colleagueship” (p. 1049). Under such conditions, novices
would quickly assume that the work of teachers is done with other teachers, not in
isolation. Growing empirical evidence suggests that “teachers overwhelmingly appreciate
and seek out opportunities to collaborate” (Ronfeldt, 2017, p. 87). Westheimer (2008)
agrees that, in order to succeed in their first few years, new teachers need connections to
veterans. He further argues that “most new and veteran teachers alike require a greater
sense of connection and community to achieve the kind of personal and professional
satisfaction that will keep them in the profession” (p. 765). The context of a school,
including its socio-physical organization, will strongly influence whether a first-year
teacher is educated to believe that teaching is an individualistic career or a career in
which teachers thrive off of relationships with their colleagues. New and experienced
teachers become more effective and satisfied educators when they have connections to
their colleagues, yet these connections do not exist in all schools. In this dissertation, I
posit that keen attention to socio-physical space allows us to more closely examine the
interactions that take place within school communities, thereby giving us a better
understanding of how these communities are forged and maintained.
Building social capital in schools. Spillane et al. (2017) define social capital as
“the resources, real or potential, gained from relationships” (p. 96). The concept of social
capital “captures the idea that capability, and by extension productivity, is not simply an
individual matter, but also a social matter” (p. 95) and builds resources such as “trust,
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information, expertise, materials, security, obligation, incentives, and so on” (pp. 95-96).
The authors explain that these resources are only accessible through social interactions
and argue that a closer examination of these interactions can help us better understand
how to build social capital in schools.
According to Leana and Pil (2017), there are three key dimensions of social capital:
the structural dimension focuses on the “content-related exchanges that occur between
teachers” (p. 115), the relational dimension “evolves from the repeated interactions
among teachers and is most prominently manifested as trust” (p. 115), and the cognitive
dimension emphasizes the development of “a shared understanding of the goals [teachers]
wish to attain and a shared vision of what it means to be effective” (p. 116). To address
all of these dimensions, teachers must shift the nature of their conversations to be more
instructionally focused, thereby allowing them to “learn from their colleagues, benefit
from the camaraderie and social support that comes with shared vision and trust, and also
substantively change their practice in a way that generates tangible improvements in
students’ outcomes” (p. 118).
Clearly, building social capital is an inherently social process and works to increase
teacher learning. Hence, a focus on collegial interactions is necessary if we are to learn
how to effectively build social capital in schools. Spillane et al. (2017) go on to argue that
we often take spatial arrangements of schools for granted when trying to understand
work-related interactions. This study aims to address this concern by paying close
attention to the role of the socio-physical organization of a school in the social
interactions that take place within it.
Spatial Theory
Deeply rooted in spatial theory is the notion that “space is not an object that exists
waiting for something to fill it. It is, rather, something that is produced” (Buendia &
Ares, 2006, p. 38). In other words, space is not a static, empty vessel; rather, it is an
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active agent in the production and formation of the social (Gans, 2002; Gieryn, 2000;
Massey, 1994; McGregor, 2003; Schmidt, 2015; Soja, 2010). Over time, socio-spatial
arrangements come to function as local knowledge in the form of understandings,
ideologies, and material relations (Buendia & Ares, 2006). People interact with each
other, with knowledge, and with their material environment in ways that produce and
react to spatial arrangements. As sociologist and ethnographer Venkatesh (1997)
explains:
On the one hand, the formal qualities of a built environment exert a
powerful effect on individuals by shaping the possibilities for their
behaviors. On the other hand, individuals produce their space by investing
their surroundings with qualitative attributes and specified meanings. (p. 90)
The arrow, in a sense, goes both ways, bringing to light McGregor’s (2003) definition of
spatiality and the image of “recursive interplay” between the material and the social.
This research uses theories of space to better understand its role in the learning of
first-year teachers within the profession of teaching, as that learning is inevitably situated
within the socio-physical spaces in which it takes place. As Schmidt (2015) explains,
“Space and its synonyms—context, location, place, setting—can be lenses through which
to study social systems and the processes that organize learning and interaction” (p. 255).
Studying social interactions through use and perceptions of space can illuminate the
recursive interplay between the material and the social, thereby elucidating the role of
space in the establishment and maintenance of school communities. Kostogriz and Peeler
(2007) highlight the importance of interrogating the spatial practices in schools in
asserting, “The ways in which workplaces of teachers are imagined, represented and
conceived is directly related to the construction of teachers’ professional identities”
(p. 109), a crucial part of teacher learning in the first year.
Drawing on Foucault, Lefebvre and Soja, Buendia and Ares (2016) define spatial
practices as everyday practices of life that produce space in particular ways. Lefebvre
(1991) describes them as “embodied acts” that secrete a society’s space (as cited in
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Buendia & Ares, 2006, p. 38). Over time, these spatial practices are repeated again and
again until they are canonized as truth (Buendia & Ares, 2006) and people stop
questioning how they came to be. This canonization can function to the detriment of firstyear teachers because some of these spatial practices may work to result in new teachers
leaving their schools or the profession, or in new teachers remaining in the profession as
ineffective and dissatisfied educators.
Intersection of Space and Novice Teacher Learning
Varenne (2007) continues his discussion of education in claiming, “The history of
American education cannot be a history of persons but a history of the evolution of the
settings … within which we all have to perform” (p. 1569). Space and teacher education
intersect in this study because the organization of school settings (i.e., space, time, and
task) has the power to foster or hinder interactions in schools (Little, 1990), thereby
playing an important role in the establishment of community and, consequently, in novice
teachers’ conceptions of what it means to be a teacher.
Furthermore, Rodgers and Scott (2008) explain that “we do not necessarily
perceive contexts … as much as we absorb them, often taking them for granted as what is
‘real’” (p. 734). This leads to experiences such as that of Winograd (2003) where new
teachers are educated to believe that struggles and failures are theirs alone without
acknowledging the powerful role of the social, physical, and temporal environments in
which their learning is situated. Hence, it is our responsibility as researchers to explore
the spatiality of schools to better understand its role in the first-year teaching experience.
There are many factors that influence the experience of a first-year teacher,
including (but not limited to) their sense of self-efficacy and their relationships with other
faculty members. These elements play a role in novice teacher learning as well as in their
understanding of what it means to be a teacher. These elements have also been found to
influence how satisfied new teachers are with their jobs as well as with how much they
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are learning (Johnson, 2004). Attempts at improving first-year experiences will often turn
to the functionality of these elements.
For example, if a new teacher is struggling with her sense of self-efficacy, perhaps
her school typically handles this by having an administrator observe her class and give
her tips about classroom management. If a new teacher is having trouble forming
relationships with other teachers in the building, perhaps the school will assign the novice
a mentor for the first year. Schools should continue trying to increase new teachers’
learning and job satisfaction, but without “interrogating the spatial dynamic of schools”
(Kostogriz & Peeler, 2007, p. 109), we will continue to fall short of completely
understanding how the various elements function in the experiences of new teachers.
This new teacher’s struggle with self-efficacy may have nothing to do with
classroom management, and her mentor may not help her in forming relationships with
other colleagues. She may be having trouble with these elements because the other
teachers’ classrooms are too far away for her to regularly work with them, her lunch time
is different from that of the other teachers of the same subject, she feels unwelcome
and/or silenced at faculty meetings because new teachers are discouraged from
participating in group discussions, or the copy machine is constantly broken so no one
crosses paths in the copy room anymore and everyone is frustrated about it.
In any of these cases, observing a new teacher or assigning him/her a mentor is not
enough to overcome the spatial dynamics at play. The power of space lies in its ability to
influence everything without people recognizing its presence, supporting the notion that
contexts are often absorbed more than they are perceived. The constant interplay between
material and social elements of a school enables space to have a strong influence over its
context, and vulnerable first-year teachers are not yet able to question the spatial practices
that have been in place for years before their arrival. As novices, they may simply
assume, “This must be what teaching is like at this school.” Depending on their
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experiences prior to their first year of professional teaching, they may even assume, “This
must be what professional teaching is like.”
To provide a concrete example of the recursive interplay between the material and
the social, I will use the broken copy machine. The first week of school, a new teacher
walks into the copy room to find another, more experienced teacher making copies for an
upcoming project. The experienced teacher gives the novice a copy of the project, and
she ends up using it with her own students. She quickly learns that the copy room is a
space in which she can obtain useful curriculum materials as well as advice about the
day-to-day happenings in the school, and she intentionally goes to make copies on certain
free periods when she knows particular colleagues will be there. Two months into the
school year, the copy machine breaks, and teachers resort to using their classroom
printers, which the new teacher has not been given. She brings her own personal printer
into school and asks the technology department to help her set it up, only to find out that,
for some unclear reason, personal printers are not allowed at school. This leaves her
feeling stressed because now her only option is to print her copies in the computer room,
which is usually occupied by students. She pops in and out of the computer room
multiple times a day willing it to be free and, when it is, spends an entire free period
printing copies for the next day.
The copy machine remains unfixed several months later, and everyone has fallen
into a routine of printing in their classrooms. She feels much more on her own, socially
and curricularly, than she did at the beginning of the year, because she does not interact
with her colleagues as often. This change in routine does not as strongly affect the
teachers who have been teaching at the school for several years, as they have classroom
printers, colleagues who are longtime resources and friends, and years of experience on
which they can draw. On the other hand, no one seems to realize how the lack of informal
copy room interactions is affecting the new teacher’s development and happiness, both at
her school and with the profession of teaching.
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My hope in studying spatiality aligns with Gans’s (2002) belief that “searching for
the causes of spatial effects helps identify the responsible agents and forces, as well as
policy that can change or redirect them” (p. 338). According to my personal experience
as well as to recent research, administrators and experienced educators are not fully
aware of the influence of the arrangements of space on first-year teachers’ sense of
community, resulting in a lack of understanding of the resources at their disposal for
fostering a positive first year experience.
Soja (2010) explains that “we make our geographies just as it has been said that we
make our histories, not under conditions of our own choosing but in the material and
imagined worlds we collectively have already created—or that have been created for us”
(p. 18). He, therefore, cautions that, without spatial awareness, “the creation and
maintenance of unfair geographies are likely to remain invisible and unchallenged”
(p. 42). Although he is referring to the geography of a city, a school building is also a
geography, one in which socio-physical arrangements often go unacknowledged or, in
some cases, unnoticed. These arrangements can have a profound influence on teacher
learning and on what it means to become a teacher. Hence, this dissertation, along with
several spatial sociologists, advocates the importance of paying closer attention to space
in order better understand how school contexts shape the experiences of novice teachers.

Significance
Many teachers continue to have negative experiences in their first year. This study
contributes to the existing research by closely examining the interactions between firstyear teachers and their more experienced colleagues to better understand how these
interactions contribute to a sense of community, teacher learning, conceptions of
teaching, and formation of teaching identities. Attention to the role of space provides
unique insight as to how spatial arrangements foster or hinder these interactions, thereby
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influencing the first-year experience. The goal of this research is to provide experienced
teachers, administrators, and scholars with a more comprehensive understanding of how
to create and maintain spatial arrangements that encourage a positive sense of community
and a vision of what it means to be a capable and fulfilled novice teacher. This
heightened awareness of space (i.e., the way administrators, experienced teachers, and
new teachers use and create spaces) has the potential to inform teaching loads, schedules,
physical placements, and much more for first-year teachers, ultimately helping new
teachers feel more satisfied with their careers and to maximize learning in the first year.
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Chapter II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction
This chapter reviews the existing literature relevant to this study and distinguishes
how my work is unique. I begin by using the literature to explore several salient issues
that arise in the first year of teaching, paying particular attention to issues that have
informed persistent efforts to keep new teachers in their schools while maximizing
satisfaction and growth in the early stages of the teaching career. Impressions formed in
the first year of teaching are found to have a lasting impact on novice teacher learning as
well as on conceptions of what it means to teach. Thus, I follow with a section about
novice teacher education and, through the literature, demonstrate the need for a better
understanding of why teacher learning for some novices continues to occur in isolation
rather than in professional school communities. Lastly, I discuss the relationship of
spatial theory to communities in schools.

The First Years of Teaching: Troubles, Remediations, and Continuing Quandaries
This section of the literature review explores the early years of teaching, including
barriers to positive experiences encountered by many novice educators. It then reviews
programs and practices some schools have put into place in order to foster novice teacher
learning and a sense of community. The section closes with a discussion of issues and
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questions that continue to arise related to the first year of teaching as well as how we
might address these issues moving forward.
Troubles in the Early Years of Teaching
Constraints of schools, financial and otherwise, have generally required new
teachers to be hired as full-time employees—an abrupt transition into the workforce
(Lortie, 1975). Due to these constraints, it is common for a first-year employee to have
the same teaching responsibilities as a veteran. Furthermore, when staffing needs and
teacher contracts work against appropriate assignments for first-year teachers, novices
encounter several hurdles to their success. For example, they are often assigned difficult
course loads, such as classes with many students with special needs, classes with too
many students, courses no one else wants to teach, or courses out of their field (FeimanNemser, 2001). In some cases, they find themselves working with students of cultural
backgrounds different from their own, a task for which many new teachers are illprepared. In addition, novices often find jobs at schools that hire just before the school
year begins, which tend to have fewer resources to devote to new teacher development.
This is an irresponsible way to induct our newest members into the field.
Compounding these matters, teaching can be very isolating, particularly for new
teachers. According to Hebert and Worthy (2001), first-year teachers report a sense of
isolation when faced with challenges in the classroom and when entering and navigating
the social and political systems of their schools. They want to be accepted by members of
the community, but establishing relationships is often difficult given the fast pace of the
school day and, in many cases, physical isolation from other teachers. Johnson and
Donaldson (2004) explain that this feeling of isolation, as well as the autonomous
reputation of teaching, is often perpetuated by veteran teachers who are not accustomed
to supporting the development of new teachers. This sense of isolation results in new
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teachers feeling exhausted, frustrated, and disillusioned, and schools ultimately pay the
price in new teacher attrition.
Novice turnover and attrition. According to results from the Beginning Teacher
Longitudinal Study (Gray & Taie, 2015), 26% of teachers who started teaching in 2007
either had left their schools or the profession after just one year. Although only about
17% of teachers who started teaching in 2007 had left the field entirely by 2011 (i.e.,
before the five-year mark), DeAngelis and Presley (2011) assert:
attrition from the profession is only one reason individual schools lose
teachers. At the individual school level, attrition includes not only the
departure of teachers from the profession … but also the departure of
teachers for teaching positions in other schools within or outside of their
initial district. (p. 606)
Although school staffing problems are often attributed to retirement, Smith and Ingersoll
(2004) assert that the primary cause is qualified teachers leaving their jobs for reasons
other than retirement, such as job dissatisfaction. Turnover and attrition are “especially
consequential for work that involves uncertain and non-routine technologies and which
requires extensive interaction among participants,” such as the work of teaching
(Ingersoll, 2003, p. 12). Social capital takes time to build and is shaken by instability
(Leana & Pil, 2017). Higher rates of retention preserve the knowledge, skills, and
abilities of teachers as well as the relationships among them. These ties among teachers
constitute actual and potential resources that become inaccessible when educators leave
their schools. School turnover, Ingersoll (2003) therefore argues, is inevitably related to
school cohesion, and ultimately, to school performance.
Several decades ago, far more people went into teaching with the intent of making
it a lifelong career (Johnson & Donaldson, 2004). This was particularly true for women
and people of color, who had fewer career options at that time. At the turn of the
21st century, other professions (law, medicine, etc.) began to seek to hire people who,
until that point, had often become teachers by default. Nowadays, if new teachers do not
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find that schools are responsive to their talents and needs, “they are far more likely than
their predecessors to leave their schools and the profession without looking back”
(Johnson, 2004, p. 254). Consequently, schools have to work harder to retain new
teachers. Despite this reality, the literature continues to report common practices in
schools that make the first years of teaching particularly challenging.
Remediating the Troublesome Early Years
Toward the end of the 20th century, new teachers began to leave the field at
alarmingly high rates. As a result, some stakeholders began to direct their energy toward
attracting and recruiting “high quality” individuals to the field (Papay & Kraft, 2017,
p. 15). Papay and Kraft posit that these efforts are a “misinterpretation of the literature”
and argue that policymakers and students “would be better served by a recognition of
how teachers are supported or constrained by the organizational contexts (or professional
environments) in which they teach” (p. 15). Hence, in recent years, studies have started to
focus more closely on aspects of teacher education, induction, and professional
development that lead to increased teacher satisfaction and higher student outcomes. Five
factors that have been found to positively influence the first few years of teaching are a
sense of efficacy, a mentor, a collaborative school culture, friendly relationships, and
induction programs.
In her study of 50 first-year teachers, Johnson (2004) found that feeling successful
(however defined) with one’s students (i.e., a sense of efficacy) was crucial for job
satisfaction and retention. Additionally, a study done by Darling-Hammond et al. (2002)
found self-efficacy to be correlated with teacher effectiveness. A sense of efficacy is
difficult to achieve as, nowadays, teachers are expected to “build skills while nurturing
creativity and a love for learning, foster development of the ‘whole child’ while closing
the achievement gap, and respond to the individual needs of students while managing the
group” (Johnson & Birkeland, 2004, p. 71). Johnson (2004) asserts that success with
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these tasks relies on reasonable class sizes, curriculum that is not totally scripted nor
completely open-ended, and experienced teachers and administrators who are involved in
new teachers’ learning—key elements that are often not in place for first-year teachers.
Several studies have found that having a mentor is another salient factor in
reducing new teacher turnover and job dissatisfaction (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Klein,
2016; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004) and in combating feelings of isolation (Johnson, 2004;
Schlichte et al., 2005). According to Linda Darling-Hammond (2003), these mentoring
programs increase retention by improving new teachers’ attitudes, feelings of efficacy,
and instructional skills. Specifically, mentoring is most helpful when new teachers teach
the same subject as their mentors, have common planning time with them, and have a
classroom close by (Johnson & Kardos, 2004b).
Although one-on-one mentoring can be helpful in fostering positive first years of
teaching, Hargreaves and Fullan (2000) argue that mentoring should not just be about
supporting individual teachers; it should “help build strong professional cultures of
teaching in our schools, dedicated to improving teaching, learning and caring” (p. 54).
Indeed, teachers have more positive experiences in their early years when working in a
collaborative culture (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004) where there is “easy and frequent
exchange among new and experienced teachers” (Johnson & Kardos, 2004b, p. 197).
Particularly, free time that overlaps with colleagues who teach the same courses was key
in combating feelings of isolation among new teachers. This common planning time is a
salient factor in reducing new teacher attrition and turnover (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004).
In addition to a collaborative culture, Hebert and Worthy (2001) found that
forming friendly relationships with colleagues in order to “learn the ropes” (p. 907), as
well as the social and political culture of the school, can also help novices have a positive
first-year experience. This implies that new teachers seek relationships with their
colleagues that go beyond curriculum. This socialization and collegiality are possible
antidotes to the loneliness felt by many first-year teachers (Schlichte et al., 2005).
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As a result of these elements that help first-year teachers have more positive
experiences, school districts across the country have begun to develop induction
programs (Klein, 2016) with the goals of reducing attrition and developing more effective
novice teachers (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). As described by Feiman-Nemser (2001)
the period of induction “brings a shift in role orientation and an epistemological move
from knowing about teaching through formal study to knowing how to teach by
confronting day-to-day challenges” (p. 1027).
Induction programs are, therefore, designed to help novices navigate this difficult
period of time by providing supports such as extra assistance in the classroom, a lighter
teaching schedule, opportunities to participate in teacher networks outside of school
hours, or other activities, such as workshops, orientations, and seminars (Smith &
Ingersoll, 2004). Induction has also been found to increase a sense of self-efficacy
(LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). In fact, using data from a nationally representative
sample, Smith and Ingersoll (2004) found that beginning teachers who had mentors who
taught the same subject and who participated in other induction activities, such as
collaborating with other teachers, were less likely to move to other schools or leave
teaching after their first year in the field. Despite these efforts, however, many teachers
continue to experience frustrating and isolating first years.
Continuing Quandaries in the First Year
The first year of teaching continues to be a difficult time for many novices, often
resulting in teachers leaving their schools or leaving the profession. Perhaps most
importantly, those who decide to stay in teaching may be educated, or, as Dewey (1938)
would say, miseducated, into ineffective teachers. Dewey defines mis-educative
experiences as those that have the effect of “arresting or distorting future growth” (p. 25).
Not only do these experiences influence the development of novice teachers, they may
ultimately perpetuate the conception of teaching as an isolated craft.
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In 1975, Lortie identified a problem that still exists in many schools today—those
assigned to support novice teacher learning (i.e., university supervisors, cooperating
teachers, mentors, colleagues, administrators) have too many other simultaneous
responsibilities to prioritize the development of novice teachers. It is true that an
increasing number of schools, districts, and even states have begun to require some form
of mentoring and induction, but as Mawhinney (2008) explains, the structure of the
teaching profession continues to leave teachers professionally and personally isolated
from other adults (p. 195).
As discussed in the previous section, one common antidote to isolation is
mentoring. Although mentors can be helpful in fostering positive first years,
mentor/mentee matches are not always appropriate. Sometimes new teachers are paired
with mentors who are inadequately trained or who teach in different subject areas and
cannot be of enough assistance (Johnson & Kardos, 2004b). For example, in a 2010 study
of first-year teacher mentors by Barrera et al., the mentors indicated difficulties such as
scheduling conflicts with their mentees, little support from administration, and inadequate
preparation for their responsibilities. Similarly, in my first year of full-time, professional
teaching, I taught ninth grade math, but was assigned a mentor who taught college-level
psychology.
Despite finding that many mentors do not receive the required or recommended
training and that some districts lack the capacity to supervise their mentoring programs,
Pogodzinski (2012) confirms that mentoring programs are still a frequently used tool
employed by schools to socialize and support novice teachers. In order to mediate
potential negative mentoring practices, Pogodzinski contends:
More consideration should be given to the informal relationships that
teachers establish within the school and how administrators and teacher
leaders can coordinate support for novice teachers ... to give them consistent
support, resources, and socialization to the values, goals, and norms of the
school. (p. 1014)
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Johnson (2004) agrees and asserts, more specifically, that in order to foster a shared sense
of responsibility of novice teacher induction among experienced teachers, schools should
organize both time and space so novices are given regular opportunities to exchange
ideas and information with each other and their colleagues.
McGregor (2003) concurs with Johnson in asserting that schools as workplaces
should be seen as “constructed from … overlapping and intersecting space-time
relations” (p. 353). In this dissertation, I demonstrate that these space-time relations have
the power to shape first year teachers’ experiences, thus influencing their induction into
the profession. This study advocates for a better understanding of how we can educate
novice teachers into schools with professional cultures as opposed to isolated
environments. The following section discusses in more detail how these communities
function in schools as well as how teacher learning occurs within them.

Teacher Learning within School Communities
The literature discussed thus far regarding the early years of teaching points toward
the benefits of first-year teachers being inducted into school communities with a culture
of support. This section more closely examines the literature related to teacher learning
within school communities and the social nature of learning to teach.
Community is the group in which I can depend on my fellows to support
me; it is partially the source of my physical courage, in that, knowing I can
depend on others, I guarantee that they can also depend on me. Community
is where my moral courage, consisting of standing against members of my
own group, is supported even by those I stand against. (Devaney, 1977,
p. 54)
Sharon Feiman-Nemser (2001), a well-known scholar of teacher learning, simply
summarizes the societal view of teacher responsibility: Teachers are supposed to work
directly with students. Things that take them away from visibly working with students are
generally looked at as problems rather than opportunities for growth. Although some
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schools promote collaboration among teachers, these interactions are not the rule—they
are the exception. She goes on to explain that “for the most part teaching is a highly
personal, often private activity. Teachers work alone in their classrooms, out of sight of
other colleagues and protected by norms of autonomy and noninterference” (p. 1033).
Yet, research has shown that professional communities in schools increase the potential
for teachers to learn from and with each other, and they are important contributors to
instructional improvement and school reform (Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2000; Johnson, 2004; Little, 2002). Little (2002) asserts these professional
communities are at their best when teachers have regular opportunities to pool their
expertise in order to strengthen knowledge and performance and to find solutions to
common problems.
Starr (2017) argues that adult learning, not student learning, is the biggest
challenge facing American public education today. Reforms centered on “connecting
educators and facilitating their learning from each other [create] a value that exceeds the
sum of their individual talents, thereby transforming schools into learning organizations”
(Quintero, 2017, p. 3). When schools strengthen their organizational contexts, turnover is
reduced and students appear to learn at greater rates. Hence, a focus on creating
arrangements that foster adult learning will, in turn, yield positive outcomes for students.
Across 11 empirical studies on professional learning communities reviewed by
Vescio et al. (2008), communities that worked to promote positive changes in teaching
cultures emphasized collaboration, student learning, teaching authority, and teacher
learning. These types of communities had the strongest impact on both teaching practice
and student achievement. More specifically, establishing collegial relations with other
new teachers as well as more experienced teachers helps novices improve their
instruction and better understand their learning environments (Davis et al., 2006; Little,
2002).
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As Little (1990) explains, some workplace conditions expand the occurrence of
learning among colleagues and others depress it. Informal learning is defined by Lohman
(2000) as “activities initiated by people in work settings that result in the development of
their professional knowledge and skills” (p. 142). It occurs in the “routine social and
individual work activities through which employees interact, share ideas and resources,
and perform their jobs” (Leslie et al., 1998, p. 14). This type of self-driven, communal
learning can help teachers develop intrapersonal skills (e.g., problem solving, creativity,
coping with stress), interpersonal skills (e.g., interacting, cooperating, sharing resources),
and understanding of workplace culture (e.g., acceptable behavior, how to advance, how
mistakes are treated) (Leslie et al., 1998). Part of what makes informal learning so
valuable is that, when it occurs, teachers develop their knowledge simply through day-today interactions with colleagues (Lohman, 2000). However, elements such as availability
of resources (e.g., time and technology), physical layout (e.g., location of classrooms and
department offices), and level of centralization (e.g., the level at which decision-making
occurred in the school system) play an important role in the frequency and nature of these
interactions (Lohman & Woolf, 2001). More free time, proximity to colleagues, and
autonomy in decision-making all increased the informal learning potential of teachers in
their study.
“The ‘egg-crate’ structure of schools, the schedule of the school day, and the
multiple conflicting demands on teachers make collaborative practice and reflection
difficult” (Westheimer, 2008, p. 760, referring to Lortie, 1975). Fullan and Hargreaves
(1991) said it best nearly 30 years ago: “The problem of isolation is a deep-seated one.
Architecture often supports it. The timetable reinforces it. Overload sustains it. History
legitimizes it” (p. 6). If we want teachers to have more opportunities to learn from their
colleagues in professional school-based communities, school spaces and schedules must
be organized to encourage frequent teacher interaction.
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A Collaboration Continuum
In discussing the ambiguity of the term collegiality, Little (1990) explains that,
although frequent collegial interaction has become associated with increased teacher
learning, a simple increase in collegial contact does not necessarily translate to
improvement-oriented change: “Closely bound groups are instruments both for
promoting change and preserving the present” (p. 509). Significant improvement-oriented
change to curriculum and instruction is more likely to occur as the work of teachers
becomes more interdependent. Similarly, Ronfeldt (2017) believes that, as instructional
teams become more common in schools, “it is critical to examine whether and how
collaboration actually improves teaching and learning” (p. 71) as well as the kinds of
“content, structure, frequency, facilitators, and norms ... that promote better collaboration
quality” (p. 87). In other words, these scholars argue that only by distinguishing between
forms of collegial relation will we be able to understand the association between, and
possible influence of, particular ways of relating and particular consequences felt in the
classroom.
From a close analysis of accumulated literature on collegial relations, Little (1990)
describes four conceptions of collaboration—storytelling and scanning for ideas, aid and
assistance, sharing, and joint work—that form a continuum from independence to
interdependence among teachers. As the continuum presses toward interdependence,
“autonomy shifts from individual to collective judgement and preference” (p. 512), and
the probability of mutual influence increases. Her goal in articulating this continuum was
to formulate a more robust understanding of what it means for teachers to work together
and the consequences that flow from such work.
The most independent of these conceptions—storytelling and scanning for ideas—
is a type of collaboration in which “colleagues learn indirectly and informally about their
own and others’ practice through moment-to-moment exchanges” (p. 514). Teachers seek
reassurance, specific ideas, and solutions in the form of brief exchanges of stories.
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Conversations in the staffroom are focused around a general sense of camaraderie and
remain at some distance from the classroom. Hence, when storytelling and scanning
serves as the dominant form of teacher interaction, it typically works to sustain patterns
of independence and does not tend to advance teachers’ understanding of practice and
teaching. It is this independent conception of collegial relations that has pervaded the
historical image of teachers and teaching for many decades.
Aid and assistance—a slightly more interdependent form of collaboration, though
still largely independent according to Little’s (1990) continuum—“equates collegiality
with the ready availability of mutual aid or helping” (p. 515). One of the most pervasive
expectations of teachers is that they will offer their colleagues help and advice when
asked. However, teachers often supply such guidance only when asked, taking care not to
interfere in unwelcome ways in their colleagues’ work. Even experienced teachers
“armed with well-formulated and well-grounded views on effective teaching, nonetheless
refrain from advocating specific approaches even to beginning teachers” because, under
this conception, “discussion about practices of teaching ... becomes difficult to separate
from judgements of the competence of teachers” (p. 516). Hence, teachers may be
disinclined to engage with their colleagues around curriculum and instruction if they
believe that doing so might jeopardize self-esteem and professional standing. Here, the
prevailing model for professional interaction “treats the matters of teaching in piecemeal
fashion while resting on implied asymmetries in teachers’ status” (p. 516). Typically, the
aid and assistance that teachers do offer serve to “confirm present practice without
evaluating its worth” (p. 517).
Falling in the middle of the independent/interdependent spectrum of teachers’
work, sharing “highlights the routine sharing of materials and methods or the open
exchange of ideas and opinions” in which teachers “expose their ideas and intentions to
others” (p. 518). This type of collaboration lays a foundation for productive discussion
and debate around curricular and pedagogical priorities. When teachers make their
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choices visible to their colleagues, widespread sharing presents the opportunity for them
to learn about each other’s work and to gauge their own. However, this type of
collaboration does not extend to direct commentary on curriculum and instruction and
may or may not influence teachers’ practice. In fact, sharing can be problematic in
schools where relations among teachers are fragile as these relationships can be damaged
by “actions that teachers might interpret as ‘competitive’” (p. 519). In theory, sharing
expands the “collective pool of resources” (p. 519), yet, in practice, sometimes it works
to compromise an individual’s store of resources by revealing those resources to others.
The most interdependent form of collaboration Little (1990) calls joint work. She
reserves this term for “encounters among teachers that rest on shared responsibility for
the work of teaching (interdependence), collective conceptions of autonomy, support for
teachers’ initiative and leadership with regard to professional practice, and group
affiliations grounded in professional work” (p. 519). Teachers decide together on basic
priorities that guide the choices of individual teachers. Here, “the intellectual, social, and
emotional demands of teaching supply the motivation to collaborate,” as does the notion
that teachers “require each other’s contributions in order to succeed in their own work”
(p. 520) and to be satisfied in their careers. In true joint work, teachers “balance personal
support with hard-nosed deliberation about present practice and future direction”
(p. 520). This type of work often links like-minded colleagues, while simultaneously
forcing teachers to engage in social conflict with peers “whose perspectives and practices
they do not share or cannot admire” (p. 521). It also displaces norms of noninterference,
instead favoring a norm in which colleagues come together to thoughtfully and explicitly
examine practices and their consequences, enabling teachers to have discussions around
“the moral, intellectual, and technical merits of classroom practices and school-level
programs or policies” (p. 522). This participation in joint decision-making can be
expected to enlarge teachers’ technical capacities, “intensify (or shake) their commitment
to teaching with regards to the energy and engagement they bring to their daily work,”
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and shape their senses of self as “a classroom teacher, as a member of a faculty, and as a
member of a profession” (p. 523).
Little (1990) summarizes her argument by explaining:
To the extent that teachers find themselves truly dependent on one
another to manage the tasks and reap the rewards of teaching, joint
participation will be worth the investment of time and other resources. To
the extent that teachers’ success and satisfaction can be achieved
independently, the motivations to participate are weakened. (p. 523)
Hence, in order to maximize teacher learning, it is the responsibility of schools to
structure space, time, and task such that the walls of privacy are penetrated and teachers
are encouraged to engage in truly interdependent work.
A Typology of Reflection
Also key for improvement-oriented change is a shift in teachers’ conceptions of
their role in terms of how to promote student learning (Gorodetsky et al., 1997). Defining
conception as “a mental structure that includes also the person’s beliefs and basic
presuppositions, some of which are tacit” (p. 424), Gorodetsky et al. assert that changes
in conception lead to changes in practice. In their study, they found that “the process of
reflecting upon and attending to one’s thoughts and practices was a starting point for the
discourse that eventually led to conceptual change and new practices in school” (p. 430).
Hence, the authors argue that “conception can be expected to influence practice and vice
versa only if this is accompanied by reflective analysis of the relationships between
conception and action” (p. 425).
Zeichner (1994) asserts that “there is no such thing as an unreflective teacher.” For
this reason, he believes that:
we need to move beyond the uncritical celebration of teacher reflection and
making the tacit explicit, and become interested in more complex questions
than whether teachers are reflective or not. We need to focus our attention on
what kind of reflection teachers are engaging in, on what it is teachers are
reflecting about, and on how they are going about it. (p. 18)
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Borrowing typologies from van Manen (1977), Zeichner (1994), and Carr and Kemmis
(1986), Gorodetsky et al. (1997) name three types (or levels) of reflection—technical,
practical, and critical—the first two of which were insufficient in terms of bringing about
change in teachers’ classroom activities that led toward more meaningful learning. The
authors argue that all three levels of reflection are necessary in order to alter teachers’
conceptions of their role in promoting student learning, thus resulting in instructional
improvement.
The first of these levels—technical reflection—entails “reflecting upon the
efficiency of means used to attain accepted educational goals” (p. 426). At this level,
reflection is concerned with “technical application of educational knowledge and of basic
curriculum principles for the purpose of attaining a given end” (van Manen, 1977,
p. 226). Here, teachers view their role as that of a technician, and “neither the ends nor
the institutional contexts of classroom, school, community, and society are treated as
problematic” (Zeichner & Liston, 1987, p. 24).
At the next level—practical reflection—teachers clarify and make explicit “the
assumptions and predispositions that underlie a teaching activity” (p. 426) and assess
educational goals. When teachers engage in this type of reflection, they view the role of
the teacher as what Zeichner and Liston (1987) call a craftsperson and ask themselves
how well educational goals are being accomplished. Here, teachers assess the educational
consequences toward which an action leads. These actions are seen as linked to value
commitments, and teachers consider the worth of competing educational ends.
When teachers engage in the highest level of reflection—critical reflection— they
assess “educational activities and goals in terms of social aims (whether they can lead to
a better society)” (Gorodetsky et al., 1997, p. 426). Here, teachers conceive of their role
as that of a moral craftsperson concerned with the moral and ethical implications of their
actions and of particular institutional arrangements (Zeichner & Liston, 1987). As
teachers’ discourse about practical action incorporates concerns about justice and equity

40

and questions the worth of knowledge (van Manen, 1977), “both the teaching (ends and
means) and the surrounding contexts are viewed as problematic” (Zeichner & Liston,
1987, p. 24).
One might wonder if it is reasonable to expect novices to engage in reflection
beyond that of a technician and to come to conceive of teaching as requiring higher levels
of reflection by the end of their first year. Zeichner (1994) rejects the idea that teachers
need to:
reach some state of developmental readiness (e.g., five years of experience)
before teachers are ready to reflect about the social conditions of their
practice and about the political implications of their practice, i.e., how what
they do everyday in the classroom contributes toward or hinders the
realization of a more humane and just society for all students. (pp. 13-14)
Zeichner prefers to think of the three types of reflection as domains rather than as levels.
The word levels implies that one must transcend technical reflection to engage in
practical or critical reflection, but this implication devalues technical skill. He posits that
all three domains of reflection are important and necessary and that they are all accessible
to teachers at any stage in their careers. Even teachers at the preservice stage can and
should be helped to reflect about the ethical, political, and moral aspects of their practice
and of the context in which their practice is situated. He suggests encouraging this
reflection by guiding preservice teachers to examine their own experiences and how they
are connected to issues of social continuity and change.
Interdependent collaboration and critical reflection can only take place in social
contexts (Gorodetsky et al., 1997; Little, 1990). The organization of time, space, and task
plays a key role in the social context of a school and, thus, influences the frequency and
nature of interactions among colleagues (Little, 1990). If teachers are to have regular,
productive discussions related to student learning, socio-physical environments must be
arranged so as to encourage interdependence and all three domains of reflection. Hence,
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this study calls upon spatial theory to provide a better understanding of how such
arrangements are forged and maintained in schools.

Employing a Spatial Perspective
Although there is a dearth of research on the spatiality of schools as it influences
the experiences of first-year teachers—a gap this study aims to help fill—many studies
have found a spatial perspective to be useful in understanding social relations within
organizations. As Massey (1994) claims, the spatial can be seen as:
constructed out of the multiplicity of social relations across all spatial scales,
from the global reach of finance and telecommunications, through the
geography of the tentacles of national political power, to the social relations
within the town, the settlement, the household and the workplace. (p. 4)
Hence, if we fail to see space as formed by and forming social relations, we ignore an
important agent in the order of our society.
Space and Social Justice
By studying the spatiality of a school, this study seeks a deeper understanding of
the role of space in new teachers’ establishment within their school communities, with
particular attention to how novices can be made to feel like outsiders (Hebert & Worthy,
2001). Manipulating space in order to marginalize certain groups of people is not a new
phenomenon. It has been studied by social geographers with interests in justice for many
years (Buendia & Ares, 2006; Soja, 2010).
For example, in Soja’s (2010) study of public transportation in Los Angeles, he
explains that “justice is a consequential geography” (p. 1). In other words, arrangement of
space plays a key role in the justice experienced by different groups in our society. He
quotes the UCLA student journal of urban planning in its assertion that:
understanding that space—like justice—is never simply handed out or given,
that both are socially produced, experienced, and contested on constantly
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shifting social, political, economic, and geographical terrains, means that
justice—if it is to be concretely achieved, experienced, and reproduced—
must be engaged on spatial as well as social terms. (p. 28)
In saying this, Soja is asserting that, in order to deeply understand social injustice, we
must put into question the role of geography.
Similarly, in their study, Geographies of Difference, Buendia and Ares (2006)
explain how notions of “East Side, West Side, and Central City” Schools are socially
produced and reproduced through language of the people who live and work in each area
of the city. This has profound implications for the interactions of teachers, parents, and
students as well as the for the students’ education, ultimately working to reinforce
existing unjust social hierarchies.
In her study of how students produce school, Schmidt (2015) asserts, “Issues of
exclusion/marginalization/segregation are central to understanding how the production of
space reproduces social order” (p. 256). Through her research, Schmidt showed how
marginalized students were relegated to the physical margins of the cafeteria, producing a
landscape that perpetuated social castes in schools. She explains that these patterns of
student behavior did not arise out of nowhere. These boundaries are produced and
reproduced through daily interactions. Most importantly, in schools, “Rules that organize
space are maintained by a lack of intervention by adults (e.g., administrators could
purchase more lunch tables) and the actions of students towards one another” (p. 264). A
heightened awareness of the role of space in the lives of these students on the part of
adults in the school building could have altered the experiences of these students.
Soja (2010) asserts that space “is always filled with politics, ideology, and other
forces shaping our lives and challenging us to engage in struggles over geography”
(p. 19). Just as Soja (2010), Buendia and Ares (2006), and Schmidt (2015) call for a
heightened spatial awareness to help people identify and question the geographies that are
created for them and by them, I call for further attention to the role of spatiality in the
experiences of novice educators. By failing to examine school communities from a
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spatial perspective, we allow practices and norms to perpetuate lonely experiences for
first-year teachers. In many cases, this isolation extends to experienced teachers, allowing
the “egg crate” (Lortie, 1975) structure of schools from hundreds of years ago to persist
today.
School Spaces as Intentional
Fullan and Hargreaves (1991) explain that it is not an accident that classrooms tend
to isolate teachers. In the 19th century, a “batch-system of production” (p. 5) was
designed to discipline and control large numbers of people. In this system, isolated
teachers taught predetermined programs to groups of children segregated by age. This
tradition of isolation has unfortunately become the normal way to teach. Despite this
norm, over 40 years ago, Lortie (1975) identified that the cellular organization of schools
prevents colleagueship, which many researchers have found to be crucial in teacher
learning, particularly for new teachers. He further articulated: “unless beginning teachers
undergo training experiences which offset their individualistic and traditional
experiences, the occupation will be staffed by people who have little concern with
building a shared technical culture” (p. 67). In other words, new teachers must be
educated into a community of learners immediately upon entering the profession or the
norm of isolation will continue to be perpetuated.
According to Soja (2010), spatial theorists argue that when we encounter
landscapes of isolation, marginalization, and unequal distribution of resources, we need
to interrogate the dynamic that brought that organization into being and the rules that
maintain it. Just as Schmidt (2015) “takes the queries and observations of geographers
into the study of school” (p. 257) to study relations among students, I use these ideas to
examine relations among teachers, with particular attention to teachers in their first year.
Teaching has been an alienating profession, particularly for novice teachers, for far too
long.
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Questioning Spatial Practices in Schools
As Schmidt (2015) explains, construction of space is “intended to produce
particular experiences with social discourse through access and arrangement” (p. 255). In
other words, as soon as people inhabit space, they shape it, both intentionally and
unintentionally, to produce particular results. In the case of some schools, these results
give certain people power, while others (often new teachers) are left in a vulnerable
position.
To provide a school-related example of the power of spatial practices, Tom
McKenna (2010), a humanities teacher who normally arranges his students’ desks in a
circle, arranged them in rows one day and had the students choose a seat. He then asked
the students to work in groups to answer the following questions in order to elucidate
their perceptions regarding several different arrangements of classroom furniture:
What does your arrangement suggest about student-student relationships
in the classroom? What does it suggest about teacher-student relations? What
does it suggest about how learning occurs? What does it suggest about
power? How do you feel when you find yourself seated in your respective
arrangement? (p. 47)
In their conversations, McKenna pointed out to the students that chairs in a classroom
“aren’t arranged by accident or by magic. They are arranged for a purpose” (p. 47). He
encouraged them to think about the things they normally take for granted when they walk
into a classroom. Through their discussions, students began to realize that they never
questioned the daily routine of sitting in rows, which they regularly did in their other
classes. They never considered how sitting in rows meant some people got to sit in the
front and others had to sit in the back. This arrangement also gives the teacher more
control, sending unspoken messages that knowledge comes from the teacher, unlike when
students work in groups and learn from one another.
McKenna’s (2010) study of socio-physical arrangements of space in schools brings
to light the importance of questioning repeated spatial practices, lest practices that
negatively affect student learning be perpetuated. However, students are not the only
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people who can be unaware of the unspoken messages of socio-spatial arrangements.
Teachers, particularly new teachers, are just as vulnerable.
School Spaces as Workplace Communities
In McGregor’s (2004) study on the spatiality of teacher workplaces, she explains
how spatial arrangements have the ability to encourage or constrain how people work
together and advocates a view of a school as a network where (inter)relations are
constantly being made and remade. She argues that a theoretical focus on spatiality is
critical in “enabling conditions for better workplace relations and professional learning in
schools” (p. 368). Mawhinney (2008) also captured the importance of teacher interaction
in schools, finding that congregational spaces are necessary social support in dealing with
the hardships of the job. As Mawhinney asserted:
There is a serious need for more researchers to look at teacher-to-teacher
interactions. Further clarifying and understanding these relationships can
guide teachers, administrators, parents, and students to have open and honest
discussions about the pressures facing teachers. (p. 207)
In my study, I take the focus of these studies one step further by homing in on workplace
interactions specifically involving first-year teachers.
Little (1990) asserts that the social organization of a school can support a press
toward interdependence among staff. However, not much has changed since Lortie’s
(1975) claim that “the workplace of the teacher is not organized to promote inquiry or to
build the intellectual capacity of the occupation” (p. 56). Consequently, in many schools,
teachers supply advice to other teachers only when asked (Little, 1990), leaving novices
in those schools feeling alone and without support. Hence, it is our duty as researchers to
examine the spatiality of schools in order to inform administrators, experienced
educators, and scholars regarding workplace conditions that foster positive relations for
first-year teachers. From a more hopeful perspective, as we begin to understand that
“schools are particular configurations of socio-spatial relations,” we can see these
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configurations as “being continually remade” (McGregor, 2003, p. 354). This continual
remaking brings to light the possibility for a future in education rooted in
interdependence among adults in school communities.
What Fullan and Hargreaves (1991) highlighted nearly 30 years ago still holds true
in many schools: “There is simply not enough opportunity and not enough
encouragement for teachers to work together, learn from each other, and improve their
expertise as a community” (p. 1). This study seeks to explore this problem by more
closely examining the spatiality of a school and the community therein by focusing not
only on the physical aspects of space, but on the reciprocal relationship of the material
and the social rooted in the daily interactions of first-year teachers with their colleagues.
Summary
As demonstrated by the examples of Tom McKenna’s (2010) classroom, Soja’s
(2010) study of Los Angeles public transportation, Buendia and Ares’s (2006) study of
East Side/West Side/Central City Schools, and Schmidt’s (2015) study of how students
produce social spaces in schools, this review has made clear that space is used and
produced so as to represent and reproduce larger social ideas. This occurs in intended and
unintended ways. Buendia and Ares (2006) assert that spatial practices are repeated over
and over again until they eventually come to be seen as reality. Hence, spatial
sociologists emphasize close attention to the role of socio-physical arrangements of
space. Without this attention, spatial practices that work to sustain inequities will
continue to do just that. Not only does this apply to analysis of relationships within cities,
neighborhoods, and groups of students; it also applies to schools as workplaces.
Therefore, this dissertation emphasizes the importance of employing a spatial perspective
to create better working conditions for first-year teachers in which they are more satisfied
with their jobs and enabled to develop into effective educators within their school
communities.
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Conclusion
Factors that foster a positive first year teaching experience, such as a sense of
efficacy, a mentor, a collaborative school culture, friendly relationships with colleagues,
and induction programs, are often countered by obstacles such as mismatched mentors,
physical isolation from colleagues, and difficult teaching assignments. Although the
literature reviewed in this chapter advocates for the education of first-year teachers into
professional school communities, it also reports continued isolation for many novices.
This study aims to fill a gap in the literature by closely examining first-year
teachers’ interactions with their colleagues and the role of socio-spatial structures therein.
Socio-spatial arrangements in schools are not without intention. The conditions necessary
for teachers to grow rest on the idea that increasing learning is a social activity (Starr,
2017). Thus, fostering interactions that combat isolation and encourage interdependence
and all three levels of reflection should be prioritized when making decisions regarding
first-year teachers’ schedules, course loads, and physical situation in the school building.
As Anthony Bryk argues, we need data that “reveals more about how schools
actually work—work processes, social interactions, norms and beliefs, and especially,
how this all comes together” (as cited in Starr, 2017, p. 208). The impressions formed in
the first year tend to have a lasting impact on new teachers’ understanding of what it
means to be a teacher as well as on their growth and satisfaction with their careers. Closer
attention to space will provide a better understanding of how novice teachers interact
with their colleagues, and thus, how they are established within their existing school
communities, how their conceptions of teaching evolve (or do not evolve) over the course
of the school year, and how they formulate their identities as teachers in their schools and
as members of the teaching profession. An understanding of the role of space in fostering
or hindering these interactions will, ultimately, yield resources to help promote more
positive experiences for teachers in their first year.
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Chapter III
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
As a qualitative researcher, I assume that “human behavior is significantly
influenced by the setting in which it occurs” (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007, p. 5). Conversely,
space is produced by the interactions that take place within it (McGregor, 2003). Hence,
in this qualitative study, I aimed to examine the experiences of novice secondary teachers
by stressing the importance of “context, setting, and participants’ frames of reference”
(Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 92) and by emphasizing the social and interactional
nature of reality (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The study, therefore, used participant
observation supplemented with semi-structured interviews, school tours, and several
artifacts (including teacher schedules, interaction logs, and relational maps) in order to
understand how the novices made sense of their day-to-day lives (Bogdan & Biklen,
2007).
With these assumptions in mind, it follows that: (1) learning, including the learning
of (novice) teachers, is an inherently social process; and (2) space, in which learning
occurs, is not only a material circumstance but also a social construction. Just as space
cannot be neutral, neither can the qualitative researcher, as the researcher is the
instrument in a qualitative study. In this type of research, neutrality is neither attainable
nor desirable. I collected, analyzed, and interpreted the data and, therefore, needed to
work to understand myself and my stake in this project in order to know my strengths and
limitations (Luttrell, 2009). With my subjectivities and theoretical lenses in mind, I used
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“thick description” (Geertz, 1973) to closely examine first-year teachers’ interactions
with their colleagues as mediated by the socio-physical arrangements of their schools.
Qualitative in nature, this research did not seek to discover generalizable
knowledge; rather, the study sought to answer the following questions with the intention
of getting close to a particular phenomenon (the first-year teaching experience) in a
particular setting (a secondary school) and with particular participants (first-year teachers
and their colleagues):
1.

How do three first-year teachers (new to the workforce) in the same secondary
school become established, or not, within the existing community in their
school?
a.

How do the interactions between the first-year teachers and their
colleagues work to help or hinder their establishment as part of the
school community?

b.

How do these interactions influence the first-year teachers’ conceptions
of what it means to teach?

c.

How are these interactions aided and/or constrained by the new and
existing teachers’ ways of using and navigating space?

d.

What work, if any, do the first-year teachers do to alter the existing
socio-spatial structures, and why do they do this work?

2.

How do first-year teachers (new to the workforce) in the same secondary
school come to understand their place within their school community?
a.

What place do they see themselves as having in the school, and in what
ways, if any, does this perception change over the course of the first
year?

b.

How do they perceive the role of the social and material arrangements of
their schools in the formation of this sense of place?

50

c.

How do their perceptions align or conflict with perceptions of other
educators and administrators in their school?

Overview of Design
Qualitative research makes “an effort to highlight the meanings people make and
the actions they take, and to offer interpretations for how and why” (Luttrell, 2009, p. 1).
A qualitative approach allowed me to form relationships with the participants in order to
get close to their experiences as first-year teachers. It also permitted me to engage my
passion for improving the first year of teaching by not forcing me to claim a completely
objective stance. Informed by phenomenology, this type of research acknowledges that
“multiple ways of interpreting experiences are available to each of us through interacting
with others, and that it is the meaning of our experiences that constitutes reality” (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2007, p. 26). In other words, the participants had unique ways of interpreting
their realities, I had a unique way of interpreting my reality, and together we created a
shared reality, constituting a subjective and personal research methodology.
The literature review in the previous chapter stressed the importance of forming a
sense of community in first-year teachers’ learning and job satisfaction. I agree with
Little (2003) that professional community should be evident in teachers’ ongoing
encounters. Hence, in order to study the phenomenon of the first-year teaching
experience, this study employed observation of the interactions of first-year teachers with
their colleagues as one of the primary forms of data. Using a spatial theoretical lens to
examine these interactions in the school setting enabled me to highlight the role of sociophysical arrangements that worked to foster and/or hinder the novices’ establishment
within their school community and within the world of teaching.
Because I was interested in the development of first-year teachers’ understanding
of their place within the socio-physical space of the school, I also sought to examine their
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senses of self as teachers at several points throughout a full school year, with data
collection beginning just before the school year began and finishing just after it ended.
Additionally, I needed to learn what resources (e.g., material, temporal, social, spatial)
were available to the novices and how they dealt with and related to the existing
structures within their schools. For these reasons, I conducted semi-structured interviews
of the first-year teachers and of some of their colleagues, and each of the participants led
two guided video tours (discussed in more detail below) of the school. Artifacts such as
teacher schedules, diagrams of the school building, and maps of teacher relationships also
aided in gaining a deeper understanding of the school context.
I also entered this study with the hope of coming to better understand how firstyear teachers received (or did not receive) help from their colleagues on a day-to-day
basis. An interaction log (discussed in more detail below) kept by the first-year teachers
augmented the data collected from observations and interviews by tracking the frequency
and content of such assistance. A persistent theme in the literature is the notion of
teaching as an isolating career, particularly during the first years. Gleaning a deeper sense
of how, when, why, and from whom first-year teachers obtained assistance helped me to
go beyond simply stating that an individualist culture did or did not persist in the school
by allowing me to identify why it did or did not persist.

Research Site
This section explains the type of site in which I sought to conduct this study. At the
end of this chapter, I discuss in detail the site that was ultimately chosen. The most
important element in locating and selecting a research site was to find a school with a
minimum of three first-year teachers (to whom I also refer as new and/or novice
throughout this dissertation). Qualitative research does not aim to generalize; however, I
believed that having multiple focal participants was necessary in order to obtain a rich,
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nuanced, and complex picture of the first year of teaching. Observing and hearing the
perspectives of three new teachers illuminated similarities and contrasts in the first-year
experience, which helped to understand the role of their interactions with their colleagues
in that experience.
Secondly, I was seeking a middle or high school setting for this study. As someone
who has only taught at the secondary level, I believed that my understanding of the
general structure of the school building and school day would help me make sense of
what I heard and observed. In addition, in secondary settings, the flow of teachers and
students in and out of classrooms is more constant as students switch classrooms for
different subjects and as teachers do not always teach all of their classes in the same room
throughout the day. This allowed me to witness more frequent interactions involving the
novice teachers.
Given my interest in the formation of professional relationships between first-year
teachers and established members of the school community, the research site also needed
to have multiple teachers who had been teaching there for more than three years.
Conducting this research at a school with extremely high turnover and/or with teachers
who were predominantly in their first few years of teaching would have made it difficult
to gain a sense of the existing community and its established members.

Participant Selection
For this study, I sought to find a research site that had at least three first-year
teachers. More specifically, I was hopeful that these teachers would teach different
subjects and/or different grade levels so that they were part of different groups within the
larger community of the school. The chosen research site had exactly three new teachers,
all of whom served as focal participants in this study: Ema (all proper names in this study
are pseudonyms)—a half white and half Japanese woman who taught eighth grade
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humanities, Isabel—a white woman who taught seventh grade mathematics, and
Stephanie—a white woman who taught eighth grade mathematics. The narrative chapters
that follow give much more depth to each of these participants and their first-year
experiences.
In addition to seeking participants who were new to teaching, I specifically looked
for teachers who were new to the workforce (i.e., newly graduated from college). As
Johnson (2004) found in her study of 50 first-year teachers, participants who were
mid-career entrants understood that work sites could vary and did not regard problems
they encountered at their first schools as inevitable. In other words, they knew not to
define the profession of teaching solely based on their experience in one school. Teachers
completely new to the workforce, however, do not have the same base for comparison
and, thus, are likely to form a more lasting impression of what it means to teach based on
the experiences in their first year. It is this potential lasting impression I was interested in
investigating.
Because interaction was a focus of this study, colleagues of the first-year teachers
inevitably became participants in this research. To gather a richer sense of the context,
networks, and relationships shaping the first-year teachers’ experiences, I observed and
interviewed several of the novices’ colleagues as well as the school principal (see the
Relationship Chart in Appendix A). In total, there were 18 participants:
•

three first-year teachers
o

Ema (eighth grade humanities teacher)

o

Isabel (seventh grade math teacher)

o

Stephanie (eighth grade math teacher)

•

the principal (Dr. Caldwell)

•

14 colleagues of the first-year teachers
o

Dana (New Teacher Mentor Coordinator, eighth grade science
teacher)
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o

Jordan, Kathy, John (eighth grade humanities teachers)

o

Robyn and Suzanne (seventh grade math teachers)

o

Maria (Isabel’s co-teacher)

o

Tracy (eighth grade math teacher)

o

Dan (Stephanie’s co-teacher)

o

three teachers new to the school but not new to teaching

o

two other, more peripheral eighth grade humanities teachers

Participants are discussed in much more detail at the end of this chapter and in the
following three chapters.
Going into this study, I was hopeful that some of these new teachers’ colleagues
would not be new to the research site, as I was partially interested in connections formed
between first-year teachers and teachers who were already somewhat established within
the existing community. Ultimately, for ten of the non-focal participants, the 2017-2018
school year ranged from their third to their 25th year at the school. Four of the non-focal
participants were brand new to the research site, but not new to teaching. The principal
had been in her role for over a decade and had taught at the site for over a decade before
becoming a school leader. Conversations with these additional educators particularly
guided me in answering the third part of the second research question: How do first-year
teachers’ perceptions of their place in the school community align or conflict with
perceptions of other educators and administrators in their school?

Pilot Study
In the fall of 2015, I conducted a pilot study about the influence of shared office
spaces on secondary math teachers’ first-year experiences. I sought to understand how, if
at all, sharing an office space among math teachers fostered the existence of communities
of practice in two secondary schools as well as how, if at all, sharing an office space
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helped to combat any isolation, frustration, and/or self-doubt these first-year teachers
may have been feeling.
In this pilot study, I took up Wenger et al.’s (2002) definition of communities of
practice as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about
a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an
ongoing basis” (p. 4) and who meet “because they find value in their interactions” (p. 4).
The intention was to explore communities consisting of novices and their colleagues that
shared a concern and passion both for curriculum and for working with students.
Over the course of about one month, I conducted two semi-structured interviews of
two first-year teachers (i.e., a total of four interviews) lasting 30-75 minutes and observed
once in each of their school settings for about 45 minutes exclusively within the shared
office space. Two themes occurred repeatedly throughout the data. It was clear from both
the interviews and observations that (1) learning the ropes of teaching and of the school
and (2) having a source of reassurance were important consequences of sharing an office
space among these colleagues. These findings helped me conclude that sharing an office
space fostered a community of practice for both first-year teachers and helped them build
confidence in their teaching practices by forcing the novices and their colleagues to
interact multiple times a day within the space.
The data also showed, however, that the office space sometimes hindered a
community of practice. One of the participants, Neville, shared a small office with about
20 other math teachers. The office was not large enough to accommodate all of the
teachers at once, so teachers either went home at the end of the school day or went to
empty classrooms to finish their work, thereby minimizing interactions after school. The
other participant, Lucy, shared an office/classroom with her more experienced co-teacher,
and, although the two of them interacted constantly, they almost never left the confines of
their classroom to interact with other teachers throughout the school building.
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Furthermore, for Neville, the shared office space sometimes caused him to feel
more rather than less frustrated. Although he felt comfortable asking his colleagues for
help, which alleviated some of the frustration he experienced in his first year of teaching,
he also felt a great deal of frustration with the assistant principal. They did not form a
positive relationship throughout his first year, and, unfortunately for Neville, this
administrator’s office was connected to the shared math department office. This
proximity sometimes prevented Neville from feeling comfortable venting to his
colleagues for fear that the assistant principal would overhear, ultimately leaving him
feeling more stifled than free to speak his mind within the shared space.
Although I learned a great deal about the positive and negative influences of these
particular shared office spaces on the experiences of these particular first-year teachers as
well as about conducting interviews and observations, I ultimately came to feel that the
theoretical frame of my pilot study was limiting. Through this study, I realized that the
material arrangement of the office space and its location in the school building were not
the only ways in which the shared space influenced the novice teachers’ experiences. In
the case of Neville’s school, for example, the ways teachers interacted within the space,
the fact that teachers provided extra help to students in the space, the connection to the
assistant principal’s office, and the (mis)alignment of Neville’s teaching schedule with
the schedules of other math teachers all influenced his experience in the shared office and
his experience as a first-year teacher. Similarly, the interactions that took place within the
shared office were one small part of his relational experiences in the school community.
Neville’s establishment in the community was also influenced by the classrooms in which
he taught, the teachers who taught the same grades and/or courses, the club he was asked
to run, and the time of day he had lunch, to name a few salient factors. In other words,
there was a much bigger picture, of which the office space was only a small part, that I
did not account for in my pilot study, but that I determined to consider in my dissertation.

57

As a result of these findings as well as my growing interest in and understanding of
space and learning as socially constructed, this dissertation built on my pilot study in
three main ways (aside from taking place over a longer time frame and involving far
more data). First, to account for factors such as those discussed in the previous paragraph,
I employed a spatial theoretical frame throughout data collection and analysis. Just as
Soja (2010) advocates a heightened spatial awareness in order to put into question
repeated spatial practices within unfair geographies, I advocate a spatial lens to question
spatial practices within schools that work to hinder the learning and satisfaction of novice
educators. Second, when I observed the first-year teachers, I did so throughout the school
building to get a sense of the bigger picture of the school community as a whole. Lastly, I
interviewed some of the colleagues of these new teachers to incorporate their
perspectives on the novice teachers’ experiences to supplement what I heard from the
novices and what I personally observed.

Data Collection
This research study utilized four main sources of data: participant observations,
interviews, school tours, and artifacts. Each type of data, to whom it applies, and the
research interests with which it aligns is discussed in more detail below.
Participant Observation
According to Marshall and Rossman (2011), participant observations help
researchers “discover complex interactions in natural social settings” (p. 140)—a primary
goal of this study. As I observed the participants at the research site, I served as a
combination of a peripheral member researcher or someone who works to develop an
insider perspective without participating in the activities that constitute core membership
(Adler & Adler, 1987, as cited in Angrosino, 2005, p. 167) and a participant observer or
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an outsider who participates in some aspects of what goes on at the research site (DeWalt
et al., 1998). In my role, I observed how the novice teachers used space in the school
building as well as how they interacted with their colleagues within that space. I
particularly took note of how teachers were being inducted into the profession of teaching
by focusing closely on the language the experienced teachers used when they talked
about students, parents, administrators, other teachers, and the work of teaching. This
allowed me to understand how the novices’ interactions with their colleagues influenced
what the new teachers learned as well as how they became established in the school
community. The observations presented a picture—both for me and for the first-year
teachers—of what it meant to be a teacher in this school.
In order to get a sense of the breadth of the first-year experience, I observed the
focal participants in a variety of settings within the site, including teaching in their
classrooms (5-8 observations per participant) and at their grade level and subject area
common planning meetings (4-5 observations per participant). I also observed 16 new
teacher meetings and six school-wide faculty meetings at which all three focal
participants were present. Lastly, I observed each novice once or twice during
unstructured time (i.e., a free period) to gain a sense of how they chose to use this time as
well as to gain insight into the role of their colleagues and administrators during this time.
Each observation lasted about 50 minutes.
According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), “the successful outcome of a participant
observation study in particular relies on detailed, accurate, and extensive fieldnotes”
(p. 119). Throughout these participant observations, I systematically noted and recorded
the events and behaviors I observed (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). As I took notes, I used
Bogdan and Biklen’s (2007) two-column strategy, writing concrete, nonjudgmental
observations in one column and my interpretations of what was going on in another
column. I call upon the observations, quotations, and inferences from these fieldnotes
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frequently throughout the remaining chapters of this dissertation. Narrative that discusses
an observation should be assumed to be derived directly from my fieldnotes.
Because I was not always able to provide “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) while
hand-writing the fieldnotes during the observations, shortly after each observation was
complete, I typed my notes, making sure to elaborate on what I had written. In doing so, I
also began to note emergent themes, which I revisited throughout the iterative analysis
process. Furthermore, typing my notes served as a quiet time of reflection in which I was
able to interrogate how my subjectivities influenced both what I observed and how I
documented it.
Interviews
Qualitative researchers believe that interviewing is not simply an exchange of
questions and answers (Fontana & Frey, 2005). Interviewers in this type of research
model their interviews more like a “conversation between two trusting parties” (Bogdan
& Biklen, 2007, p. 39). Because I was interested in how the participants thought about
their experiences, only through a conversation-like interview was I able to capture what
was important in their minds. As Bryman (2006) explains, “in a semi-structured interview
the researcher has a list of questions or fairly specific topics to be covered ... but the
interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply” (p. 314). Hence, in these
interviews, I employed Spradley’s (1979) typology of descriptive interview questions to
guide my questioning, beginning the interview with broader questions and working
toward more focused questions derived both from my predetermined protocol (see
Appendices B through F for interview protocols) as well as through leads brought up by
the interviewee.
After each interview was complete, I sent the audio recording to a transcriptionist.
Once transcribed, I spent multiple hours relistening to each interview while
simultaneously reading the transcription, correcting mistakes, and adding thoughts in an
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inference column. This approach allowed me to carefully reexamine and take additional
notes regarding the participants’ responses as well as to examine and note how my
questioning may have influenced those responses.
Interviews were a key source of data for this study. As such, the focal participants
are quoted frequently throughout this dissertation. Quotations without a citation come
directly from an interview with a focal participant. Quotations from interviews with the
colleagues of the focal participants are clearly cited throughout.
Focal participants. Throughout the course of this study, I conducted three audiorecorded, semi-structured, interviews—one just before the school year started, one about
halfway through, and one at the end—with each focal participant. The first interview
lasted 45-60 minutes, the second lasted 55-75 minutes, and the third lasted 70-110
minutes.
The first interview, before the school year began, focused on the interviewee’s
sense of self as a teacher. In order to eventually understand their development throughout
the school year, I aimed to get a sense of who they were, their background as aspiring
teachers, how they got this teaching position, and their expectations for the upcoming
school year. While audio-recording the interviews (for later transcription), I also noted
the teachers’ body language, affect, and tone of voice (Marshall & Rossman, 2011) when
answering some of the questions to provide additional insight into their responses. For
example, if a participant looked at me in a way that indicated sarcasm, I noted that during
the interview within my interview protocol. Then, as I listened to the interviews shortly
after they took place, I recorded such gestures in a column alongside the transcribed
dialogue. These notations provided extra insight into the verbal component of the
participants’ responses.
The mid-year interview emphasized the novices’ perceptions of their experience as
a teacher thus far with regard to how it felt to be a teacher at their school, how their
experience compared to what they expected, how working with their colleagues had been
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going, and how they utilized the social and material resources available to them. I also
followed up on comments made in prior interviews in order to learn about their
development as novice teachers and asked questions that had arisen during my
observations. When necessary, I also asked clarifying questions about their interaction
logs (discussed below).
The third and final interview focused on how the novices thought the year had gone
and how it compared to what they had expected in September. We discussed how they
felt about being a teacher as well as how these feelings developed over the course of the
year. We talked about the aspects of their experiences that were both positive and
negative, we continued our mid-year conversation about how they were using social and
material resources, and each new teacher updated the relational map (discussed below)
that they had made in November.
Colleagues of the focal participants. In addition to interviewing the novice
teachers, I conducted semi-structured interviews with colleagues of each novice. In the
case of Ema, I conducted one interview with each of two colleagues on the eighth grade
humanities team (Jordan and Kathy). In the case of Isabel, I conducted two interviews
with one of her seventh grade math colleagues (Robyn), one interview with another
seventh grade math colleague (Suzanne Poller), and one interview with her co-teacher
(Maria). In the case of Stephanie, I conducted one interview with an eighth grade math
colleague (Tracy) and one interview with her co-teacher (Dan). I also conducted one
interview with Dana, the New Teacher Mentor Coordinator, and two interviews with
Dr. Caldwell, the school principal.
I chose to interview these particular colleagues both because the novices included
them on their relational maps (discussed below) and because I had observed them
interacting with the novices in shared spaces on numerous occasions. These colleagues
played varied, important roles in the new teachers’ first-year experiences. Interviewing
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them provided insight into the relationships they were forming with the novices as well as
additional context related to the school community in prior academic years.
School Tours
In October and again in May, I asked each first-year teacher to take me on a guided
walking tour of the school building, for a total of six guided walking tours. As we walked
around the building together, each participant held my cell phone, recording and narrating
the tour. Asking the novices to film and narrate these tours presented them with the
opportunity to traverse and record the school space as they saw themselves within it. In
addition, the recordings as well as their transcriptions allowed for deeper analysis after
the tours of how the first-year teachers used language to present the space.
As geographer Paul C. Adams (2001) points out, “To walk through a place is to
become involved in that place with sight, hearing, touch, smell, ... proprioception, and
even taste” (as cited in Pink, 2008, p. 180). Traveling the participants’ chosen routes
demonstrated to me, in part, their understanding of place and sense of self within the
school building. The insights provided by how they walked, the routes they took, and
how they reflected on these practices provided key understandings of their socio-spatial
experiences in their school (Pink, 2008). As Lee and Ingold (2006) explain, “through
shared walking, we can see and feel what is really a learning process of being together, in
adjusting one’s body and one’s speech to the rhythms of others, and of sharing (or at least
coming to see) a point of view” (as cited in Pink, 2008, p. 187). During these tours, I took
particular note of the novices’ body language and tone of voice. These sources of data
provided not only a sense of how space influenced the experience of the novice, but also
of how the novices worked to alter the spaces to fit their learning needs. Conducting
multiple tours throughout the school year helped to convey the development of the
novices’ understanding of and relationship to place and sense of self over time in the
space of the school.
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Artifacts
To gain an even more comprehensive sense of the school context as well as the
experiences of the novice teachers within it, I collected several artifacts. The school’s
website, which I visited several times throughout the data collection process, helped me
to better understand how the school defined itself to the public. I also considered how this
representation influenced the novice teachers’ formations of their senses of self as
teachers.
In order to understand the temporal flexibility and/or constraints of the teachers’
day-to-day lives in the school, I collected a copy of each novice’s teaching schedule as
well as the schedules of some of their colleagues (as determined by their locations on the
relational maps). The organization of time was a key factor in understanding how and
when new teachers interacted with their colleagues.
In order to remember and study details that might have otherwise been overlooked
(Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), I took photos of some of the spaces in which I observed the
participants, including their classrooms, the auditorium, and the teachers’ lounges. The
photos of their classroom decorations guided me in understanding the impressions the
novices sought to give their students, and the photos of other spaces around the school
building helped me understand the impression the school may have been trying to give to
the community.
DeWalt et al. (1998) emphasize the importance of getting to know the social layout
of your field site and contend that making maps and charts is a helpful addition to
fieldnotes. In November, I asked each focal participant to create a relational map. First, I
asked each novice to write a list of people who had some influence on their experience as
a first-year teacher, making sure to clarify that they could include people who extended
beyond the research site. Then, I asked them to turn this list into a visual representation in
order to gain insight into their network of relationships with regard to their first-year
experiences. I took audio recordings as they commented on their organizational choices
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and, later, transcribed the recordings to allow for further analysis of these networks. In
June, during their final interviews, I asked each participant to make edits and additions to
the map (maintaining original copies for comparison).
Lastly, in order to learn about the interactions between the novices and their
colleagues that took place while I was not present in the building, I asked the novices to
maintain an interaction log. The novices were each asked to keep a spreadsheet indicating
when, where, why, with whom, and for how long their interactions occurred. The
spreadsheet also asked them to indicate who initiated each interaction to provide a sense
of why and how often they were reaching out to their colleagues and vice versa. During
the first two months of the school year, I asked them to log all unscheduled collegial
interactions, sending weekly reminders to keep them up-to-date. For the remainder of the
school year, I asked them to maintain their logs for one week out of each month, again
sending reminders to add entries as interactions occurred. The logs provided important
insight into many interactions to which I otherwise may not have been privy.

Trustworthiness and Positionality
As a qualitative researcher, my intent was to represent a detailed and personal
account of particular first-year experiences of particular novice teachers working in a
particular setting rather than to make sweeping generalizations about the first year of
teaching. However, it was still important to ensure that my findings were trustworthy so
that experienced educators, administrators, and scholars can draw useful implications
from my work. To avoid the shortcomings of only gathering one type of data, this study
employed multiple methods of data collection—interviews, observations, tours, and
several artifacts (Cho & Trent, 2006). Collecting multiple types of data helps the
researcher capture to the best of her ability “the participants’ real views and authentic
behavior” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 221).
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Additionally, qualitative research views participants not just as subjects, but also as
informants. Cho and Trent (2006) define transactional validity as:
an interactive process between the researcher, the researched, and the
collected data that is aimed at achieving a relatively higher level of accuracy
and consensus by means of revisiting facts, feelings, experiences, and values
of beliefs collected and interpreted. (p. 321)
By sharing interview transcripts with the focal participants, discussing emerging themes
with them, and reviewing my findings and discussion points with them, memberchecking helped me represent their perspectives as accurately as possible.
Furthermore, in order to maximize trustworthiness, it is necessary for qualitative
researchers to be mindful of their positionality by acknowledging and understanding that
data do not “speak for themselves” (Luttrell, 2009, p. 8). Our experiences, values, and
biases influence the data we choose to collect as well as how we analyze and interpret it.
Interpretation was necessary even to create a starting point—“a conception of what my
inquiry will be about” (Peshkin, 2000, p. 9). Hence, Peshkin (1988) explains that
subjectivity is inevitable. We must “be mindful of its enabling and disabling potential”
(p. 18) while the data are still coming in as well throughout the analysis process. In other
words, researchers can never eliminate all of their own effects, yet it is crucial they
constantly work to understand how their subjectivities shaped both the inquiry and its
outcomes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).
Although my ten years of experience as a secondary mathematics teacher guided
me in understanding the lived experiences of the participants and the school setting, I
understand that my position as an experienced teacher caused lines between researcher
and, perhaps, mentor to be blurred. As Lytle (2000) contends, “the positioning or location
of teachers as researchers interrupts the easy distinctions often made between ‘insider’
and ‘outsider’ and destabilizes the boundaries of research and practice” (p. 699).
Throughout data collection, I had to repeatedly negotiate this relationship, understanding
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that, by interacting with the novices, I inevitably influenced their accounts of their own
experiences and, indeed, the experiences themselves.
It was also my obligation to “consciously attend to the orientations that ... shape
what I see and what I make of what I see” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 21) in order to unpack how
my identities influenced my interpretation and analysis of the data. I approached this
study—as I do all facets of my life—identifying as a young, white woman. Some aspects
of my identity I held in common with some of the participants, and other aspects I did
not. For those pieces of my identity that I held in common (most of the faculty at the
research site were white women), it was important for me not to generalize my own
experiences to those of the participants, while simultaneously acknowledging the power
afforded to those in the majority. For the pieces that I did not hold in common, it was
important for me to try to understand, without making assumptions, how the varying
aspects of the participants’ identities influenced their experiences in their school (e.g.,
identifying as mixed race among a mostly white faculty with a student body that was
becoming increasingly racially diverse).
As discussed in the previous chapter, I also entered this study with a personal
conception of what it means for teachers to learn and with theoretically- and empiricallybased normative conceptions regarding how established members of a school community
should act toward novices. These “personal perspectives, dispositions, and feelings”
inevitably “bear on the interpretive process” (Peshkin, 2000, p. 6). However, my purpose
in doing this research was not to judge the participants or their actions; rather, it was to
represent their experiences from their perspectives to the best of my ability and, hence, to
do some well-grounded analysis and interpretation. I, therefore, had to constantly work to
minimize the imposition of my personal opinions, beliefs, and values on the participants’
experiences.
Writing memos and typing my handwritten fieldnotes in a quiet setting shortly after
time spent at the research site aided me, in part, through this challenging process. Many
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qualitative researchers use memos as a tool to “interrogate the relationship between what
we want to learn and what we are seeing in the field” (Horvat, 2013, p. 109). Typing my
notes and writing memos both during and after data collection allowed me to elaborate on
observations I made as well as to contemplate themes that emerged from the data. These
notes and memos also provided time to reflect on issues raised at the research site and
how they related to larger issues of theory and methodology (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

Data Analysis
In qualitative research, data analysis is “an ongoing process that is not confined to
the post-data collection period” (Horvat, 2013, p. 106). It is an iterative process that
begins even before the researcher starts collecting data and that informs subsequent data
to be collected. Although qualitative data analysis occurs throughout the duration of the
study, analysis of the whole data set continues long after data collection is finished—it is
this post-data collection period of analysis on which this section focuses.
Once all of the data were collected, and interviews, video tours, and relational
mapping activities were transcribed verbatim, I organized the data in several ways: by
participant, by date, and by type of data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Through this
organization, I revisited pieces of the data and began to grasp that “people are both living
their stories in an ongoing experiential text and telling their stories in words as they
reflect upon life and explain themselves to others” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4).
As such, I realized that the tools from narrative inquiry would be useful in guiding my
analysis of the participants’ stories. According to the Connelly and Clandinin:
The main claim for the use of narrative in educational research is that
humans are storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead
storied lives. The study of narrative, therefore, is the study of the ways
humans experience the world. This general notion translates into the view
that education is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social
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stories; teachers and learners are storytellers and characters in their own and
other’s stories. (p. 2)
Narrative inquiry, therefore, is often concerned with formation of groups and community,
a central element of the research questions for this study. This realization encouraged me
to (re)acquaint myself with some of the literature around narrative inquiry and guided me
throughout the remainder of the analysis process.
After I had organized the data and embraced narrative inquiry as an analytical tool,
I read through all of the data chronologically by participant, relistening to each interview
recording and rewatching all of the video tours. I took notes and wrote memos about what
I read, heard, and saw, and began to note emerging themes that occurred within each
case, across cases, and over time. These themes were informed not only by the data and
by narrative inquiry, but also by the existing literature, my theoretical framework, and my
subjectivities.
After familiarizing myself with the data in this way, I engaged in several analytical
activities in order to fully exploit each type of data with relation to my research questions
as well as to reflect on my role in inevitably influencing how the participants told their
stories. For example, I, again, watched and listened to each guided video tour. As I
rewatched and relistened, I drew maps of the school building to more intimately examine
the participants’ chosen routes, the spaces they chose to highlight, and their tones as they
described these spaces. As I engaged in this mapping and charting of the walking tours,
my theoretical framework was at the forefront of my mind, reminding me to pay close
attention to language and movements that connected the types of spaces to how the
participants described those spaces. I also noted any affective responses that expressed
their (dis)connection to/from the spaces in the school. Kostogriz and Peeler (2007)
remind us that “the ways in which workplaces of teachers are imagined, represented, and
conceived is directly related to the construction of teachers’ professional identities”
(p. 109).
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As an example of how theories of space guided me in analyzing the data, take
Ema’s second walking tour. Figure 1 is a map of the path that Ema took, including the
rooms she named (and omitted), on the second floor of the school during the tour. Using
the videos, transcripts, and maps as a guide, I also created charts that documented the
frequency with which various spaces were used by each participant. Within these charts, I
included quotes and paraphrases from the participants, such as those included in Table 1,
as well as my own thoughts and interpretations about how they used and saw themselves
within the spaces. Table 1 accompanies Figure 1—this graphic selection provides
additional context into the time Ema spent traversing the second floor on her second
guided tour.

In listening to Ema’s choice of words and inflection as she described the space of
Sabrina’s office—a space where teachers socialized in their free time long before Ema
started at the research site—I got the sense that this was a space from which she felt
somehow excluded and/or where she felt unwelcome. For example, in May, she was still
“a little bit shy” about using the copy machine in that room. On the other hand, Ema’s
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use of “we” to refer to the eighth grade humanities team when talking about the
cockroach closet (“we don’t go in there”) showed that she identified with this team and
with her teammates and was taking part in certain established norms at her new school.
Similarly, Ema’s relaxed tone in describing Jordan’s room as a place where “I spend a lot
of time” implied that she was comfortable in that space.
Creating the maps and charts helped me understand how the locations of spaces as
well as how the novices and their colleagues used those spaces worked to foster or hinder
the first-year teachers’ establishment within the school community. This analysis also
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helped me understand feelings of isolation and inclusion as spatial and social-relational
processes and provided insight into the novices’ changing senses of self and their
development as teachers over the course of the year in relation to the socio-spatial
structures of the school. Furthermore, cross-referencing the maps and charts from
October and May allowed me to better understand the novices’ evolving use of space
over the course of the year.
After a series of analytical activities like the one just described, I began to write a
detailed profile of each participant, again revisiting much of the data. These profiles
constituted much of what became Chapters IV, V, and VI of this dissertation. As I wrote,
I became increasingly conscious of the multiple layers of each participant’s experience.
The novices were simultaneously engaged in “living, telling, retelling, and reliving”
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4) their stories.
In reviewing the profiles I had written—by this point, in a sense, additional sources
of data—I was able to revisit and fine tune the themes that emerged within each case and
across the three cases. Profiles that initially gave three separate accounts of three firstyear teachers’ experiences began to take shape as I restructured them according to the
themes and discussion points that appeared within and across the narratives. I specifically
searched for themes that related to the novices’ interactions with their colleagues, their
perceptions of place in the school, and their evolving conceptions of what it meant to be a
teacher, understanding that what I chose to emphasize had consequences for how and
where my interpretation would proceed (Peshkin, 2000).
I subsequently entered into what could almost have been considered an iterative
battle between the profiles and my larger discussion of the findings and their
implications. “The creation of further meaning, which might be called ‘the restorying
quality of narrative,’ is one of the most difficult of all to capture in writing” (Connelly &
Clandinin, 1990, p. 9). Rather than standing still, narratives are continually unfolding,
yielding new insights as the researcher pushes to make thoughtful interpretations about
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the participants’ lived experiences and about the relationships between those lived
experiences and the larger sociocultural context within which they are situated. The
profiles begged further interpretation and cohesion, but this level of interpretation and
cohesion only became attainable through a back and forth among the profiles and
discussion and with constant revisiting of my research questions and the literature.
One of the goals of analysis is to work to understand the meaning of the data in
relation to the research questions and theoretical frame. Hence, throughout this journey of
meaning-making, I brought my own “thoughts, hunches, experiences, and insights from
the literature into conversation with the site and data” (Horvat, 2013, p. 107), which
enabled me to make more thoughtful interpretations throughout the narratives. I
continually reflected on the development of my interpretation to ensure that I was
conscious of how my researcher self and identity intertwined with my understanding of
the novices’ experiences (Peshkin, 2000).
The last step in the analysis process was to share the findings and discussion points
with the focal participants in order to check for perceived accuracy and reactions (Cho &
Trent, 2006). Although the participants had seen much of the data along the way, it was
important to ensure that my analysis made sense to them—after all, the narratives aim to
tell their stories, albeit through my writing. “Scribes we were not; story tellers and story
livers we were. And in our story telling; the stories of our participants merged with our
own to create new stories” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 12). Connelly and Clandinin
have labeled these collaborative stories—a label I embraced throughout the dissertation
process. Hence, once the dissertation was nearly complete, I had a phone call with each
of the three focal participants to review my findings and discussion points and to offer
them the opportunity to provide feedback. All of the participants believed that the
findings represented an accurate portrayal of their first-year experiences, thus enhancing
the validity of the study.

73
Limitations
Due to the small number of participants in this study and because this study was
conducted at a single site, the findings from this research are not intended to be widely
generalizable to the experiences of all first-year teachers. However, a qualitative study of
this nature affords the opportunity for in-depth study and analysis of particular people in
a particular situation that would not be possible with a large number of participants in
multiple settings. My hope is that this research is detailed enough so as to provide
experienced teachers, administrators, and scholars of education with intellectual
resources to create and maintain spatial arrangements that encourage positive experiences
for first-year educators in other secondary school settings.
Another limitation of having a small number of participants is that I was not able
make findings nor offer many interpretations related to specific demographics such as
gender and race, though I speak briefly to Ema’s experience as mixed race (Japanese and
white) working among a predominantly white faculty in a school with a racially diverse
student body.
Additionally, it is important to note that some spatial limitations in schools cannot
be addressed internally (e.g., the school is required to educate a certain number of
students and only has funding to hire a certain amount of teachers, the principal has to
assign classrooms to students and teachers within the school’s existing physical structure,
etc.). While this study sought to provide insight into how space can be arranged to
encourage constructive and satisfying first-year teaching experiences, it also
acknowledges that not all aspects of space can be rearranged.
Lastly, this research only explored the first-year experiences of secondary teachers.
Due to the structural differences of primary school, some of the findings of this study
may not be transferable to that setting.
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Novelty Middle School
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) explain that “plot and scene, work together to
create the experiential quality of narrative” and define scene as “where the action occurs,
where the characters are formed and live out their stories and where cultural and social
context play constraining and enabling roles” (p. 8). This section about Novelty Middle
School includes key information about the research site that serves as important context
for the novices’ experiences, without which their experiences would not have meaning.
Novelty Middle School is a public school serving grades six through eight in a
major metropolitan area of the Northeast. Upon entering the doors of Novelty, two
security guards sit at a desk ensuring that everyone in the building is allowed to be there.
They appear integrated into the life of the school. They know many of the students by
name, and the students know their names as well. The space of the school feels friendly
and welcoming. Just beyond the security desk, the hallways overflow with artwork from
current and former students and faculty—intricate mandalas, posters with inspirational
quotes and silly memes, handwritten poems to remember when i does and does not
precede e. The artwork is affixed to the walls in what appears to be a semi-permanent
way, implying that once artwork makes its way up, it might never come down.
In the 2017-2018 school year (the year of this study), the student body at Novelty
was just over 50% white, with the other nearly 50% constituting mostly Hispanic, Asian,
black, and mixed-race students. About a quarter of the students were described as having
financial needs and about 10% as having special learning needs. The school was
relatively well-resourced in terms of school supplies, faculty, and staff, and had an active
PTA. Overall, student achievement as represented by standardized test scores was high,
with only slightly more than 10% of students performing below grade level standards in
math and ELA in the 2017-2018 school year, in comparison with the larger district,
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where 52% of students did not meet the standards for math and 34% did not meet the
standards for ELA.
Novelty as a place can be partially depicted through the ways in which its
community members describe the school. According to the results of a city-wide survey
sent to teachers, students, and parents along with a district evaluation of school quality in
the 2017-2018 school year, instruction was rigorous, teachers were collaborative, the
environment was supportive for teachers and students, the ties between the school and its
families were strong, and the leadership was effective. Comments from several faculty
members throughout the school year supported these results. A teacher in her tenth year
at Novelty believed that the school was:
a very supportive environment. I feel like most of the teachers here are really
committed to the kids, to learning for themselves, and also to teaching. It
doesn’t feel like there are any slackers...everybody’s really invested in what
they’re doing. And, for the most part, everybody’s really cordial and
supportive of each other and, if you have any questions, I feel like there are
15 people you can ask and they’re happy to talk to you about whatever issues
you’re having. And the administration I think is also really supportive, which
makes a really big difference in teaching…. If I have a problem with a
parent, [Dr. Caldwell] wants to hear my take on it ... they’ve paid for
professional development, and I also feel like if there’s a problem I can go
and talk to her ... she’s always willing to be involved. And I feel like I have a
lot of freedom to teach the way I want to teach. I mean I have to follow the
curriculum, but I can do it however I want. (interview, Dana)
Similarly, a teacher who had been at Novelty for over 20 years expressed her feelings
that:
I know we have very smart staff that are very dedicated and I think that
makes a huge difference. I think everybody—at least I can speak about
math—they know their subject and they want the kids to understand it, and
understand it in a certain long term way. I would say the same thing about
my other colleagues too, that they understand their subject, its place in the
world.... The administration is incredibly supportive ... the parents are great,
and the kids are great. Cause even when the kids aren’t great, they know they
should be held accountable for being great.... It’s a really good community,
and I think people look out for each other, too, here in a really good way.
(interview, Tracy)
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A teacher in her third year at Novelty believed that “every teacher in this building is
going to be some child’s favorite teacher. Whether it’s my style or someone else’s style.
And I think that that’s a really cool thing about this building” (interview, Jordan).
Dr. Caldwell, the principal at Novelty, had been leading the school for over
10 years and had been a teacher at the school for over 10 years beforehand. In terms of
leadership, Novelty also had an assistant principal, a dean (who left halfway through this
study and was not replaced), a student coordinator, and a new teacher mentor coordinator.
Although each of these leadership roles entailed a variety of important responsibilities, at
the end of the day, school-wide decision-making power seemed to be in the hands of
Dr. Caldwell (e.g., hiring new faculty and staff, determining teacher course loads,
assigning classrooms throughout the building).
As principal, Dr. Caldwell sought to lead a place where the teachers liked to be.
She wanted the teachers “to be happy about coming here. I think that is ultimately going
to affect their teaching ... as a teacher, I was very fearful of my first two principals, and
that was not a good feeling. I didn’t feel like I could grow” (interview, Dr. Caldwell). She
wanted to be approachable and helpful, typically leaving the door to her office open for
visitors, and she firmly believed that teachers would be more effective if they worked
with their colleagues on a regular basis to plan lessons, develop curriculum, and analyze
student work.
An Increasingly Collaborative Space
As principal, Dr. Caldwell took responsibility for creating and sharing the culture
and structure of the school. To these aims, she made several major changes to the sociophysical arrangements of the school during her time as principal. Until about five years
before this study, Novelty was divided into five subprograms said to have functioned
almost as distinct schools according to ability-level and language needs. This
arrangement broke the space of the school both physically and socially into “little
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communities within the school, so people were looking out for people within those
communities, but then there wasn’t as much of a like, school-wide sense” (interview,
Tracy). Dr. Caldwell had worked for many years to merge the subdivisions into what
became one single school. One of Novelty’s experienced teachers felt like this change:
made the faculty ... feel like more of a community ... before, all the teachers
who were teaching one program sort of stuck together and all the teachers
who were teaching another program seemed to stick together. Now,
everybody’s teaching everything, which is nice. (interview, Dana)
Rather than identifying with their subprograms, by the time of this study, the teachers
largely identified with Novelty as a cohesive place.
Dr. Caldwell’s first step toward unifying the programs was to restructure the
organization of the classrooms so that each grade’s homerooms were all located on the
same floor of the building (i.e., the sixth grade homerooms were all on the third floor,
seventh grade on the first floor, eighth grade on the second floor). The intention behind
this decision was not solely for physical convenience, but also to “bring more
cohesiveness to a grade and give kids across the grade, opportunities to meet each other
... and teachers to work together” (interview, Dr. Caldwell). This arrangement of space
created frequent opportunities for (new) teachers to interact with colleagues who taught
the same students, strengthened the sense of community among teachers of the same
grade level, and helped new teachers establish themselves among the teachers within
their grade. The homeroom organization also made the space of the school feel homey.
The school had nearly 1,000 students, but the way the homerooms were laid out made it
feel like you never had to go very far to get anywhere. It seemed like you could quickly
find someone or something at any time of day. The artwork from current and former
students and faculty that lined the hallways contributed to the warm feel of the space.
Over the past several years, Dr. Caldwell had been encouraging the teachers to
work increasingly collaboratively on their curricula—a push that came both from her and
from the district. In the past, the faculty had always shared resources with one another,
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but an attempt to “unify the school both programmatically” and “curriculum-wise,
necessitated that teachers work more together and have more things coordinated”
(interview, Dr. Caldwell). As such, a few years prior to this study, Dr. Caldwell began to
use the word “team” to refer to teachers of the same subject area and grade level (e.g., the
seventh grade math team), and the teachers followed suit. This designation worked to
create a sense of identity and place for many of the teachers in the school, including for
all three focal participants in this study.
Dr. Caldwell also asked each team to work together to build a curriculum map. By
not dictating a scripted curriculum, teachers could be “building off each other’s
expertise” without having to “give up what they loved” (interview, Dr. Caldwell). This
maintained a sense of autonomy for the faculty while simultaneously working toward city
mandates and Dr. Caldwell’s expectations. Dr. Caldwell also believed that having a map
to send to novice teachers let them know that they did not have to “invent their own
curriculum” and reassured them that “they are part of a team ... you’re not going to be the
only math teacher ... you’ll have people to talk to.” Furthermore, she thought the map
sent a message to prospective hires about Novelty that “these people have it together,”
which she thought allowed her to “recruit better people.”
As Dr. Caldwell steered the faculty toward a more collaborative approach to
planning, in the 2017-2018 school year, she budgeted for a weekly common planning
period for teachers of the same subject area and grade level. This time was intended to
encourage teams of teachers within the school to pool their expertise to collaborate on
their daily lessons and on their overall curricula. Most team teachers were required to
attend these meetings, with the exception of teachers who taught multiple grade levels.
The union contract only allowed for teachers to have 23 teaching periods per week
(including any duties or meetings that took place during the school day), and teachers
who taught multiple grade levels would typically exceed this maximum if they were
required to attend more than one weekly team meeting. Hence, when assigning course
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loads—which were determined by Dr. Caldwell in conjunction with teacher preference
sheets from the end of the prior school year—she tried hard to keep teachers to one grade
level (interview, Dr. Caldwell).
Throughout this study, most of the teams at Novelty worked collaboratively, with
many teams communicating at least weekly to share resources, reflect on their teaching,
and plan future lessons. However, this was not the case for every team. A humanities
teacher shared that:
not everyone in the building is collaborative, and that comes from the fact
that we all have very different styles and that’s kind of the sharp edge of the
sword of having so many different intelligent, caring, passionate people in
the building is, you know, we’re going to butt heads sometimes. (interview,
Jordan)
The humanities teams, in particular, seemed to have some difficulty agreeing on what to
teach and how to teach it, which, according to this teacher, stemmed partially from
having such a smart and devoted faculty. Humanities also posed the additional challenge
of incorporating two traditionally separate subject areas: social studies and English
language arts. Some teachers approached a humanities course from a history angle, while
others worked from an ELA angle, which resulted in teachers having different priorities
for the curriculum.
Although not everyone was collaborative with relation to curriculum and
pedagogy, Novelty seemed to be a place where the faculty members felt a collective
responsibility for their students. Teachers could often be found in the hallways checking
in about shared students, and at weekly faculty meetings teachers were sometimes given
time to discuss student progress. Similarly, a student who missed a class first period
might be sought out by their teacher later in the day with the materials they needed to
stay on track, or a cell phone confiscated by one teacher would be handed to that
student’s homeroom teacher to be returned at dismissal.
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A Space for Teachers New to Novelty
As part of building community, support for first-year teachers was built into the
structure of the school. Teachers new to Novelty were required to attend a one-day
orientation the week before school started as well as weekly meetings throughout the
school year. Orientation and the weekly new teacher meetings were run by Dana—a
teacher with over a decade of experience teaching science and in her fourth year as
Novelty’s New Teacher Mentor Coordinator. When the previous coordinator became the
assistant principal of the school, Dana applied for the position, thinking “this would be a
chance to grow as a teacher while helping new teachers during one, if not the most,
difficult times in their careers.” She had had “a really rough first year,” and she “liked the
idea of playing a supportive role for teachers going through their first year of teaching”
(interview, Dana).
Dana did not have any formal preparation before her first year in the coordinator
role. Before her second year, she attended a two-day mentor training from which she said
the one useful takeaway was that “whatever is said between you and your mentee is
supposed to be confidential and you’re not supposed to talk about it with the principal.”
This allowed her to have more open and honest conversations with the new teachers in
their meetings without having to feel like she needed to report back to administration.
Aside from that, she did not find the training particularly useful and thought “it would be
great to have more training because I don’t really know what I’m doing. I’m just going
on my own experience, so it would be helpful to have a lot more support as a mentor.” As
such, at the weekly new teacher meetings, Dana would either bring a topic to the table—
like parent-teacher conferences, report cards, or behavior management—or she would ask
the new teachers if there was anything going on that they wanted to talk about. She
wanted the meetings to be “run by the new teachers.... I envision the meetings as being
more self-directed. However, since this didn’t really happen, I have to decide what we
will talk about each week” (interview, Dana).
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Generally, speaking, the three focal participants of this study found meetings about
concrete topics—like parent-teacher conferences—useful, but did not feel like they
benefited from sitting around and chatting about how things were going in their
classrooms. They believed the meetings did not need to be every week, but because the
state required new teachers to receive a certain number of hours of mentoring, Dana saw
no other option than to require that the meetings continue on a weekly basis.
One idea Dana sometimes used to keep meetings engaging and worthwhile was to
invite other faculty members to speak about their experiences. At orientation, for
example, Dana invited two second-year teachers to speak about their experiences in their
first year at Novelty. These teachers advised the novices to seek out Dana and other
colleagues for guidance, as they felt the faculty in the building were very helpful. Dana
agreed, adding, “Don’t be afraid to say, ‘I’m having trouble.’ Everybody wants to help.”
During this conversation, Dr. Caldwell came into Dana’s classroom to welcome
everyone. She encouraged the new teachers to “knock on your neighbor’s door” if they
needed anything and told them, “My door is always open.” She also expressed, “I hope
you’ll be happy and stay.” Following this conversation, new teachers received a half hour
of access to the supply room before the rest of the faculty to give them an advantage in
setting up their classrooms.
Overall, the experienced teachers at Novelty seemed to have had extremely
positive experiences working there. They largely believed that their colleagues and
administration were supportive of each other and felt fortunate to be working at their
school. The words spoken by Dana, Dr. Caldwell, and the second-year teachers at
orientation, coupled with learning about the frequent, mandated meetings with
colleagues, sent early and important messages to the novices about the supportive and
collaborative culture of the school, both for teachers in general and for new teachers more
specifically. In part, as a result of these messages, all three novices began the year excited
for the opportunity to be teaching at a place like Novelty.
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Presentation of Findings
Chapters IV, V, and VI are each dedicated to one of the three focal participants. In
these chapters, I provide an account of each of their first-year experiences with specific
attention to their interactions with their colleagues as well as to the role of space in these
interactions. These chapters aim to demonstrate how these interactions influenced the
new teachers’ development over the course of the school year as well as their
establishment within the existing communities of their schools. Chapter VII, the final
chapter, highlights discussion points across the findings in relation to the literature and
suggests implications for practice and future research.
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Chapter IV
EMA

Introduction
This chapter begins with background information about Ema and her decision to go
into teaching. Subsequently, it is structured so as to give the reader a sense of Ema’s
evolving relationships over the course of her first year of teaching. Three parts of the
academic year (fall, winter, and spring) examine Ema’s relationships with her colleagues,
curriculum and pedagogy, students, and spaces at Novelty. Breaking the year into three
chronological segments is intended to help the reader home in on the development of
each of these relationships over time, including her evolving clarity around humanities
curriculum and instruction, her decision to let her guard down as an authority figure to
form more personable relationships with her students, and her increasing sense of
comfort in several spaces around the school building. These changing relationships
played an important role in the formation of Ema’s sense of belonging in the school, in
her conception of what it meant to be a teacher, and in the sense of pride she ultimately
felt to be a middle school educator.

Part I: Ema and the Decision to Teach
Ema was raised in Seattle, Washington by her white mother and Japanese father.
She described herself as “a really introverted person growing up” and, as such, didn’t
“tend to get super involved in social stuff.” She would generally “make friends with a
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couple of people ... and kind of avoid everyone else.” When she was really young, she
always envisioned herself as a kindergarten teacher, imagining a life where, “If I didn’t
care about money ... that’s what I would do and I’d be happiest that way.”
Starting as a young teen, Ema had a variety of jobs working as a tutor. Although
she enjoyed tutoring, as she got older, she began to develop interests other than teaching.
She started to think about “wanting to be a writer or wanting to go into law or something
along those lines. My mom was a lawyer; that paid better, so I thought I would be a
lawyer.” So, when Ema started her undergraduate degree, she embarked on a triple major
in philosophy, political science, and economics. However, early in her degree, she
discovered that she “hated almost all of those, except for political science. But
philosophy and economics ... not my cup of tea. And so I switched to English, which was
the natural choice for me ‘cause ... that’s always been my strength and I loved it so
much.” Throughout college, she capitalized on this strength, working as an undergraduate
writing tutor and teaching reading and writing at a learning center.
The decision to become a teacher was not an easy one for Ema. Despite that
teaching youngsters was “always kind of my interest and my passion, I never imagined it
as a career because of the expectations around ... what happens if you become a teacher
and the amount of money you’re going to be making and all of that sort of stuff.” From
her own experience as a K-12 student, Ema had a certain stereotype about K-12 teachers.
She had had:
pretty mediocre teachers, to be honest ... and then I got to college and they
were amazing. My professors were really incredible. And so I associated
mediocrity with K through twelve and being exceptional and being
intelligent and brilliant with college.
She described her K-12 teachers’ approach as “more lecture-based ... worksheets, you
know ... memorization ... fact regurgitation. So I wasn’t really inspired by that.” Her
inspiration came from her professors in college. Furthermore, working with young teens
one summer in Seattle confirmed for her that she did not want to teach middle school.
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Ema’s perspective on her career path changed in her second year of college. She
took a leave of absence due to the passing of her father, and, when she returned to school,
she decided, or perhaps came to acknowledge, that she was “not going to be happy as a
lawyer and now that’s what’s important.” This realization nudged her back toward her
interest in education for her junior and senior years. With no option to major in education
as an undergraduate, she finished her English degree, thinking she would eventually get
her PhD and become a professor.
Toward the end of her time as an undergraduate, Ema had an experience that she
described as “the moment that defined my choice to become a teacher.” In a creative nonfiction writing course, the students were told to “go out and witness incredible or
amazing teaching moments and then write about it. And that was our whole class ... it
was perfect for me because I loved creative non-fiction and I loved education.” Ema
ended up spending time at a charter school, where she observed “a playwriting class,
discussion-based. And it was just incredible. I think that was one of the first like ‘Oh
wow, this is what teaching can be. And it works at the high school level.’” The kids were
creating stories that were meaningful to them. The stories were “a little silly, a little crude
... but [the students were] still really getting into it and engaged in the craft.... I really
appreciated that.” The teacher’s student-centered approach to teaching and learning—
involving students in important decisions related to what went on in the classroom—
helped Ema discover that not all K-12 teachers lectured at their students and encouraged
memorization. Furthermore, Ema developed a great deal of respect for the professor of
this writing course, who had been a K-12 educator prior to teaching college. For Ema,
taking this course and observing this high school class functioned as “affirmation that I
could be a teacher and still be exceptional. Not that I’m exceptional now, but that’s the
goal, right?”
With the hope that it was possible to be a K-12 teacher and be more than just
mediocre, Ema graduated and got a job as a TA in a kindergarten classroom at a charter
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school. She wanted to see if she could “handle public schools and not having to do your
dissertation and all that.” Ema described the position as extremely challenging. The head
teacher had a very authoritative approach to discipline that did not seem to align with the
approach Ema envisioned for herself, and they quickly took up the roles of Ema as “good
cop” and the head teacher as “bad cop.” Over the course of the year, Ema put significant
effort into figuring out how to coexist with her head teacher without compromising her
values as an aspiring teacher—she wanted to earn the students’ respect without being an
overly strict disciplinarian. Additionally, Ema found some of the charter school’s
philosophies to be problematic. The kids were given few breaks during an extended
school day, the curriculum was completely scripted, and the school was highly focused
on test scores. As a result, “for the teachers it was very competitive ... there was a lot of
administration breathing down your neck.”
Although the TA position presented several challenges, Ema adored the students,
ultimately confirming for her that she wanted to go into teaching. A year with
kindergarteners also helped her realize that she wanted to work with older students, in
part so she could focus on her passion for English Language Arts. That fall Ema
embarked on an MEd in Secondary English Education.
In creating a relational map of the people who influenced her experience as a firstyear teacher, Ema included several family members’ perspectives, some of whom raised
doubts and questions about her plan to go into K-12 education. Her mother’s voice felt to
her to be “fairly supportive ... a more positive influence versus some of my other
extended family.” Her grandpa did not at all support this decision, and while her grandma
tried to make it seem as if she did, Ema could “kinda tell it’s disingenuous.” Her
boyfriend’s mother also made snide remarks about her career path. The perspectives of
Ema’s family and friends seemed to compound her concern about teaching being a
mediocre plan for her life.
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As Ema continued to question if teaching was the right path for her, she began
student teaching. Overall, she described both of her student teaching placements as very
positive. During her first placement at a middle school, Ema began to formulate a sense
of the type of teacher she wanted to be. From working in the kindergarten classroom at
the charter school, Ema “had this perception of how students had to behave, like sit
perfectly and everything,” but in this middle school classroom the students:
came in and they were just normal ... a little fidgety, ya know, chatting to
their partner. I was looking at [the teacher] expecting her to get on their case
and she wasn’t. And so at first I was kind of skeptical, but then I kind of
realized that she had complete control over them. It was just a kind of
control...they respected her and I remember my supervisor was like, ‘She has
them in the palm of her hand.’ She had this presence, ya know? It’s the
ability to just have them want to do well because they like her.
Furthermore, Ema appreciated that her cooperating teacher was “fun, she was discussionbased ... she also did all sorts of fun projects, and it was interactive. And the kids came in
excited.” Additionally, she:
didn’t rush through things.... I think a lot of people kind of rush through
curriculum really quickly and for their own desires, what they want to
achieve...but kind of forces the students to not necessarily process things to
understand it fully. She just took her time and I really liked that.
In this class, students had time to discuss what they were learning with their peers and
make sense of it together through fun, discussion-based activities rather than being talked
at by a teacher who prioritized efficiently crossing content topics off of a list.
Similar to the playwriting class, this middle school class was discussion-based,
filled with projects and activities that required cooperation and social engagement among
groups of students as opposed to memorization and regurgitation. The pedagogical
approaches of her cooperating teacher and of the teacher of the playwriting class required
movement around the classroom and put some of the decision-making power of what
went on inside the classroom into the hands of the students. Ball (1993) posits that “the
things children wonder about, think, and invent are deep and tough” and that “learning to
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hear them is ... at the heart of being a teacher” (p. 374). It is the responsibility of the
teacher to view students as “capable of thinking about big and complicated ideas”
(p. 384) and to present those ideas through a variety of instructional methods. Perhaps
without being able to fully articulate it as a high school student, Ema seemed to believe
(like Ball and many others) that learning was an active rather than a passive process.
Watching middle and high schoolers engage in active learning where their teacher gave
them important responsibilities and really listened to them gave Ema a newfound hope
for the possibilities of K-12 education.
Throughout her first student teaching placement, Ema began to view this classroom
structure as more similar to that which she envisioned for her own future classroom. It
turned out that limiting students’ voices and body language was not simply related to how
a teacher controlled her students; these limitations had profound curricular and
pedagogical implications, which conflicted with Ema’s evolving priorities when it came
to planning engaging lessons and establishing a sense of community in her classroom.
Witnessing and appreciating this cooperating teacher’s wealth of pedagogical content
knowledge (Shulman, 1986) inspired Ema to want to learn how to teach in a way that
encouraged the students to come into class excited, just as she had seen these students do
each day.
Ema’s second placement, though less inspiring, was also a learning experience.
Student teaching at a selective and academically rigorous public high school, she
developed her communication skills, staying in touch with parents about their children’s
progress. She also experienced teaching students who sometimes knew more about the
subject matter than she did. Ema described this cooperating teacher as extremely smart
and well-respected, but he didn’t really connect with the students. As such, she did not
feel as much love toward or from her students as she had in the middle school. Ema also
felt “a little bit more confined [by] the expectations of high school and what is supposed
to be taught.... I think there’s more freedom in middle school a lot of times.”
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The tenth grade European literature curriculum made Ema feel somewhat limited
in what she had to teach and, perhaps to her surprise after that negative summer
experience working with young teens, Ema found herself missing the love that seemed to
emanate from her middle schoolers and that she felt for them in return. It was a kind of
emotional connection that she did not feel with her high school students. All in all, she
decided she “just preferred my middle school experience and so kinda wanted to stick
with that.”
At this point on her journey to becoming a teacher, Ema seemed to believe that an
admirable teacher was someone who worked hard to engage her students through
discussions and activities that mattered to them, not a lecturer who talked at a classroom
of passive students. An admirable teacher appreciated the curricular and pedagogical
implications of decisions related to classroom management, which should not simply be
about keeping students quiet and still so they could listen to the teacher’s voice dominate
the space. She was someone who wanted her students to care about what they were
learning and be able to apply what they learned to the world outside of the school walls.
She was someone who took the time to ensure that the class understood the material, not
just for the sake of a standardized test, but in a way that allowed them to use their
knowledge in their day-to-day lives. She was someone who loved and respected her
students by showing them that she cared about what they had to say and who earned their
love and respect in return.
For Ema, an ideal school would not have a scripted curriculum nor revolve
pedagogy around test scores, forcing its teachers to be competitive with one another and
creating an environment in which administration seemed to watch every move the
teachers made. Rather it would provide some curricular freedom, allowing its teachers to
make decisions around how long to spend on each topic. Lack of faculty autonomy has
been shown to contribute to teachers’ decisions to leave their jobs (Ingersoll, 2003), and
it seemed that, if Ema had had no choice but to teach a scripted curriculum, it would have
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served as another deterrent to entering the field. Furthermore, an ideal school would not
require the students to sit silently or with their hands folded on their desks, understanding
that children needed to engage with their peers to make sense of what they were learning.
School policy would allow students to fidget in their seats and give them several breaks
during the day, respecting that it was developmentally inappropriate to require youngsters
to sit still for such extended periods of time.
Over the past few decades, several researchers have highlighted context as a key
factor in novices’ early experiences as teachers (Horn & Little, 2009; Johnson, 2004;
Leslie et al., 1998), and Ema seemed to be learning this firsthand. The context of each
situation—the values of the school, the types of people who worked there, their
approaches to teaching—was what made an experience what she believed it should be.
By the time she started teaching at Novelty, she had experienced several competing ideas
of what it meant to be a teacher. Although Ema did mention having some K-12 teachers
who were there for her from an emotional standpoint, she did not have the most positive
perception of her own middle and high school teachers’ lecture- and memorization-based
pedagogical approach. However, she found the high school playwriting class absolutely
incredible, helping her realize that school at the pre-college level could be different from
her own experience as a student and, ultimately, pushing her toward a career in teaching.
Similarly, student teaching at the middle school with her engaging and loving
cooperating teacher differed vastly from her own time as a middle school student and
from her own experience working with middle schoolers that summer in Seattle,
eventually convincing her that she wanted to teach at the middle school level.
In the spring of 2017, Ema began to search for a teaching position of her own. She
described the job hunt as pretty painless. As soon as she saw the open position at Novelty
Middle School, she felt she “had a good chance of getting [it] just ‘cause I felt like I
matched what they were looking for.” She had graduated from the same university as
Novelty’s principal, she had done her student teaching at two prestigious public schools,
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and she had great references from her cooperating teachers. Before visiting the school,
she did significant preparation for her demonstration lesson, which paid off because the
kids were very responsive to it. The discussion among the students took off, and Ema
“didn’t even do barely anything ... it was mostly the kids,” crediting the majority of her
success with the lesson to the students rather than to her preparation. A few days later,
she was offered the position, which confirmed for her that the school was receptive to the
discussion-oriented approach of the lesson. She accepted the offer feeling confident that
Novelty “was the school I wanted to be at.”

Part II: Fall
First Impressions
In the days before the students’ arrival, Ema began to formulate initial impressions
of the adult community at Novelty. Conversations with some of her colleagues made it
seem like everyone loved the school. Generally, the impression she had received was that
“administration was really supportive ... that Dr. Caldwell was really supportive, that the
student coordinator, Sabrina, was really supportive.” Without explicitly stating—and/or
perhaps not exactly knowing—what she meant by supportive, Ema seemed to feel
encouraged to hear such positive talk from the faculty at her new school.
In addition to hearing from her peers about this support, she also experienced some
of it. Several of the other eighth grade humanities teachers checked in on her to see how
things were going and to share some of their curriculum resources with her, Dana (the
New Teacher Mentor Coordinator) led the new teachers on a tour of the school, where
they briefly interacted with many smiling faculty and staff members, and the new
teachers were granted a half hour of access to the supply room before anyone else. The
support and welcome that Ema received in these early days contrasted with experiences
she had had in prior schools. She “didn’t expect as much support from the fellow teachers
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as I had received,” appreciating that many colleagues went out of their way to help her
feel welcomed at her new school.
Ema formed an immediate impression based upon her first week at Novelty that led
to her describing the context of the school as having “a really warm kind of vibe, which I
like, obviously (laughs).” She also thought it seemed “liberal, which for me, is a good
thing.” She wasn’t able to “speak yet to really the sense of community in terms of kids
and parents and all that which is really important,” but she believed that Novelty had a
“very similar vibe to the middle school [where I did my student teaching]” in terms of its
high-achieving students and progressive teaching style. Overall, it seemed “to fit really
well with what I want out of a school,” allowing Ema to begin the year feeling optimistic
that the decision to teach was right for her.
Orientation and Ema’s Scope of Work
Novelty Middle School prioritized novice teacher induction—a process that has
been found to help new teachers navigate their challenging first years (Smith & Ingersoll,
2004; Pogodzinski, 2012)—in several ways, one of which was through a new teacher
orientation. As New Teacher Mentor Coordinator, Dana was in charge of orientation—a
five-hour welcome session/crash course on life at Novelty—the week before the students’
first day. Around the big, square table that Dana formed from two smaller, rectangular
tables in her classroom sat two other teachers who, like Ema, were fresh out of college
and brand new to teaching. Also in attendance were three teachers who were new to
Novelty, and each brought a few years of teaching experience. Over bagels and coffee,
the group talked about possible activities for the first day of class, Dana highlighted some
procedural elements in the Faculty Handbook (like how to notify the school when you are
going to be absent), and they took a tour of the school during which they stopped in the
computer lab to make sure all of their email accounts were active. Throughout
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orientation, Ema listened to what the others had to contribute, responding to questions
when addressed directly, but otherwise remaining quiet.
At orientation, the new teachers also saw their schedules for the first time.
According to Ema’s schedule, she would be responsible for homeroom every morning,
two sections of eighth grade humanities (each meeting nine periods per week), and two
weekly duties supervising the detention room. She also learned she was required to attend
a weekly common planning period with the other eighth grade humanities teachers, an
all-school meeting after school every Monday, and a new teacher meeting after school
every Tuesday. The last of these meetings provided further evidence of Novelty’s
emphasis on induction. Furthermore, when schools structure time and space such that
teachers are encouraged to learn from each other and coordinate their instruction,
teachers have been found to become better faster (Quintero, 2017). The frequency and
purpose of these three weekly meetings with different (sub)groups of faculty members
implied that some of these structures were in place at Novelty.
Teaching health. A few days after orientation, Ema was told that she would also
be teaching two sections of seventh grade health (each of which would meet once per
week) despite not having any background in health education. Like Ema, many beginning
teachers find themselves teaching outside their areas of qualification, and “such
inappropriate assignments jeopardize student learning, devalue teacher expertise and
experience, and ignore the fact that beginning teachers are novices” (Feiman-Nemser,
2001, p. 1033). However, a variety of circumstances often come together to result in lessthan-ideal responsibilities for newcomers.
According to Dr. Caldwell, she assigned “filler” classes like “heath, detention
room, gym assist” to teachers’ schedules according to when they had free periods. For
example, if a homeroom had an opening fourth period on Thursdays and needed a health
class, Dr. Caldwell would see which teachers were free at that day and time and assign
them to teach health. As Ema understood the situation, according to the union contract,
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teachers could teach and/or serve duties a maximum of 23 periods per week. Between
humanities (18 periods per week) and detention room (2 per week eventually increased
to 3), Ema started off the year with a schedule that accounted for 20 of those periods.
Hence, as Ema saw it, Dr. Caldwell had to “give me something” to fill the remainder of
the time.
Although it seemed like having room in her schedule and having free periods when
two seventh grade homerooms needed a health class were the main factors involved in
assigning Ema two sections of health, seniority also appeared to play a factor. Ema might
have liked to teach an elective (like creative writing), but, because she had not been at
Novelty the year prior, she had not been given the chance to request such a course. In line
with research on structures that lead to a successful first year, Dr. Caldwell could have
left Ema’s schedule with more free periods than her more experienced colleagues to help
with the induction process; however, according to the state mandate, seventh graders
needed to take health, and there was only so much money in the budget.
In describing to Ema the responsibility of teaching health, Dr. Caldwell assured her
that there was no homework and the course was pass/fail, describing the class as “lowstakes.” Ema decided to take her word on that and try not to stress about this unexpected
and, apparently, minimally important responsibility for which she felt quite unprepared.
Furthermore, Dr. Caldwell told her “the curriculum was already there,” and a few days
later, Dana shared with Ema a Google Drive folder containing all of the lessons from
when she had taught health in prior years.
Relationships with Colleagues, Curriculum, and Pedagogy
Teaching a humanities course meant that Ema would be responsible for covering
both the eighth grade English Language Arts and social studies content. Since her higher
education was focused on English, her last history class had been in high school, and she
felt like she had “no background in history whatsoever.” In starting the school year, she
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was both “excited and terrified to teach something completely new” and explained that
she would “have to be humble, because the students may know more than I do” about the
history content.
Like Ema, two of her teammates (Jordan—in her third year at Novelty and sixth
year in teaching, and Mary—in her 11th year of teaching, all of which had been at
Novelty) had licenses in English Language Arts. The other two (Kathy and John—each
with over a decade of teaching experience, most of which was spent at Novelty) had
teaching licenses in history. As per the principal, the humanities course had existed at
Novelty for a very long time. Although Dr. Caldwell believed there were many
advantages of separating humanities into two subject areas, like being able to hire
teachers who were educated to teach the respective subjects, she felt that “the bottom line
is, if the kids are going to learn by having opportunities to write and get feedback, how
many research papers is someone who has to grade 132 of them going to do” (interview,
Dr. Caldwell). Structuring humanities in this way resulted in the teachers having two
sections of students, which each met for nine periods a week; hence, they were only
responsible for a maximum of 66 students. This arrangement also meant that eighth grade
humanities classes only met 1.5 times as often as eighth grade math classes despite
including two subject areas, a ratio that might have contributed to the humanities teachers
constantly feeling rushed to cover the curriculum.
When Ema accepted the humanities position (during the spring of the previous
school year), Dr. Caldwell gave her access to the eighth grade humanities curriculum
map. The map listed The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain as the novel for
September and October. Initially assuming the map was the law, Ema quickly came to
learn that it was more flexible than she realized. She discovered that “a lot of teachers
will just kind of teach what they want to teach,” a variation that highlighted a contrast in
the curricular orientation of her teammates. For example, Jordan and Mary would,
indeed, start off the year with Huck Finn, while Kathy and John would begin with The
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Catcher in the Rye. This was slightly confusing to Ema, as she had gotten the early
impression that there was a push toward aligning their instruction, though she wasn’t sure
“if that’s actually what Dr. Caldwell wants or if it’s just speculation.” Regardless of
Dr. Caldwell’s goals for the team, it seemed as if it were Ema’s choice to teach Huck
Finn, The Catcher in the Rye, or something else entirely.
On Ema’s first day in the school building, she noted on her interaction log an hour
and half long meeting (initiated by Jordan) in Jordan’s classroom next door. In this
meeting, Jordan discussed “curriculum, all the books she teaches, some of her
assessments, etc.” Jordan also made some general comments about the school, which
Ema described as very positive. A few days later, Ema logged a visit from Kathy. The
two colleagues spent almost two hours discussing Kathy’s “pedagogical beliefs, the first
unit (The Catcher in the Rye vs. Huck Finn), her perceptions about the grade team, and
grammar instruction.” Kathy also later shared with Ema her resources for teaching The
Catcher in the Rye. It was through these conversations that Ema began to learn about her
colleagues’ differing and somewhat conflicting perspectives on how to teach a
humanities course.
Each day, the students typically had two, non-consecutive periods of humanities,
during which time each teacher determined how they wanted to cover the ELA and social
studies content. After these two long interactions with her colleagues, Ema understood
that Kathy and John typically taught one 50-minute period of English and one 50-minute
period of history. In their case, the “humanities” designation notwithstanding, it seemed
as if each teacher taught two distinct subjects. One period, they might teach about the
Industrial Revolution during what they considered history class, and the second time they
saw their students in the same day, they might talk about grammar during English class.
Jordan and Mary, on the other hand, thought of humanities as a more cohesive integration
of the two subject areas and tended to teach more thematically—as they discussed the
feminist movement, for example, they would also explore feminism through novels and
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current events. Meeting their students for two periods afforded them 100 minutes each
day to dive into these ideas. As far as Ema could tell, connections between English and
history were still being made in Kathy’s and John’s classes, but her impression was that it
was “more on the students to make the connections, whereas the connections are made
more explicit when you’re integrating it.” Hence, on top of having to (re)learn history and
how to teach it, Ema would have to come to some position as to the merits and/or
shortcomings of each of her colleagues’ approaches to a humanities course.
For Ema, these interactions marked the beginning of a somewhat dramatic year for
the eighth grade humanities team, with contentious relationships among some of the team
members. Despite the drama, Ema tried to go into the school year with a positive outlook.
She thought it was:
going to be hard to find a middle-ground but both ways of teaching are
extremely well-thought-out and [the teachers] are all really intelligent people
and I really respect them all ... it’s not like “Oh this is the right way to
teach.” So I think it’s just a matter of negotiating that and learning from both
of them as much as I can.
At this point, she didn’t perceive her team members’ relationships as adversarial, though
her word choice in speaking about seeing “pros and cons to both sides [emphasis added]”
implied that this perception may have been more of a hope than a reality.
Before the students’ first day, Ema was leaning toward starting the year with Huck
Finn alongside Jordan and Mary. The whole team would be teaching about
Reconstruction, and she, like Jordan and Mary, thought it made sense to teach those
simultaneously. Since Kathy and John taught the two subjects more as separate entities,
their approach may have explained why they planned to teach Reconstruction and The
Catcher in the Rye within the same timeframe. Although, to Ema, it made more sense
curricularly to start with Huck Finn, in her conversation with Kathy, she had gotten the
sense that Kathy would have been upset had she decided not to start the year with The
Catcher in the Rye (field notes, conversation).

98

With only days before the students’ arrival, Ema had to make a choice, which she
not-so-jokingly described as high-stakes. In addition to the curricular implications of the
two books, she was concerned that choosing one book over the other would inevitably
indicate that she was siding with two of her colleagues, positioning her against the other
two. This choice had the potential to set the tone for the year or even her career at
Novelty in terms of how her relationships with her teammates would develop.
Furthermore, she thought, “If I choose one, I’ll be kind of pushing everyone onto that
one, ‘cause I think there is a push to be collaborative. And numbers count.” Halfjokingly, Ema figured, “It explains ... why everyone’s so friendly.”
Ultimately, Jordan and Mary gave Ema an out. They told her that they understood
the position she was in and they didn’t care which book she started with, whether it was
The Catcher in the Rye, Huck Finn, or something else (field notes, conversation). Ema
was somewhat relieved and decided to begin with The Catcher in the Rye. It seemed like
the least divisive option, and Ema thought, “It’s my first year, so I don’t need to rock the
boat.”
Ironically, Ema had believed a career in teaching would be an authentic route to
avoid office politics. She perceived herself as “bad at navigating school politics, or just
politics in general ... or navigating these weird relationships.” She thought she was “bad
at sucking up to people,” and she did not like to engage in confrontation. Alas, as a
member of the eighth grade humanities team, she was “a little bit disappointed to find out
that maybe there’s still a lot of politicking even in schools.”
Self-perception and pedagogical goals. Going into her first year of teaching, Ema
was “figuring out where I’m going to fit” among her team members’ pedagogical
approaches to a humanities course. She would have loved to stay in the middle without
swaying the team in one direction or another, but that did not seem like a possibility. This
desire to stay in the middle aligned with her self-perception as someone who was “very
malleable” and who would “adapt to a situation ... even if I don’t necessarily agree with
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what I’m adapting to.” She decided to use the team’s disagreement as “an opportunity to
be a little bit more of an individual, to kind of come to my own philosophy of teaching.
And I think I know where that is. I have an idea where that is, but I want to be a little
more clear in that.”
At the very least, Ema was certain that she wanted to prioritize “relevance” over
“teaching certain skills,” which meant that she would be willing to sacrifice rushing
through content in order to teach a curriculum that mattered in the students’ lives. Part of
what had really attracted her to Novelty was that:
we are teaching US history through, hopefully, some literature and also
through primary documents, et cetera. And all of that connects very well to
current events and our current political climate. And I think that’s really
important for students to be aware of and to kind of make those connections
and sort of see how we ended up where we are and how we can move
forward.... I think there’s a lot of questions still in terms of this “progressive
philosophy” that I like in theory. I think it’s a question of if in practice it
works or to what extent it works. And when I need to be a little bit maybe
more old-school.
“Progressive,” to Ema, seemed to mean interdisciplinary and connected to students’ lived
experiences, and “old-school” meant more lecture-based with a focus on covering a
predetermined list of topics. She was hopeful that the differing perspectives of her
teammates would push her toward figuring out her own approach to teaching humanities
and that her theoretical understanding of a progressive curriculum would make sense in
practice.
Jordan, Kathy, and relationships among the eighth grade humanities team.
Giving Ema permission, so to speak, to start with The Catcher in the Rye may have been
what sparked her relationship with Jordan. For Ema, this action seemed to establish a
baseline of respect for Jordan, whereas Kathy’s pressure to teach her way caused Ema to
be wary of her motives. From the first week of school, Ema noted several interactions on
her log indicating that Jordan had established a routine of frequently popping into Ema’s
room next door. Sometimes Jordan would share lesson materials with Ema like a reading
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about peonage or a handout related to Reconstruction, and they would talk about what
they had each taught over the previous week. Other times, Jordan would peek in to ask if
Ema had an extra permission slip for picture day or she would come by Ema’s room after
school to confirm plans they had made together over the weekend. On Ema’s birthday,
Jordan brought her a card and a cake and organized a gathering of some of the eighth
grade teachers to celebrate.
Ema also noted several interactions initiated by Kathy. Kathy would visit Ema’s
classroom on the other side of the eighth grade floor a couple of times each week to ask
how things were going. She regularly shared ideas and resources without Ema having to
ask. Like Kathy, Ema started off the year with The Catcher in the Rye, and, shortly
thereafter, she used much of Kathy’s industrialism unit materials. Ema also taught
grammar with the book Kathy suggested after Kathy offered to order copies for Ema’s
classes. In other interactions, Kathy told Ema about her annotation system, explained
what it was like to be evaluated by administration, and talked to her about some of her
students whom she had taught the year prior when she had taught a section of seventh
grade. She also attended Ema’s birthday celebration.
For decades, it has been observed that teachers typically supply advice to other
teachers only when asked (Little, 1990), leaving novice teachers feeling alone and
unsupported. However, without any requests by Ema, these two colleagues provided her
with the resources she seemed to need as an early first-year teacher. Ema was an anxious
novice up late every night (re)learning the history content and grading student work and
initially jumped at the chance to get her hands on her colleagues’ pre-existing materials.
Not only was having access to these resources a convenience, early in the year Ema took
comfort in using lesson materials that her teammates were also using (field notes,
conversation). For example, in September she showed her students a serious documentary
about the then-current controversy around the Confederate monuments in the United
States, explaining that she only decided to show it because her teammates did, too.
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Although Kathy’s efforts to establish a relationship with Ema were initially nearly
as frequent as Jordan’s, Ema was willingly taken under Jordan’s wing in the fall of her
first year. Ema’s classroom happened to be right next door to Jordan’s and on Jordan’s
way to the copy machine, so it was “really easy” for Jordan to “just drop stuff off to her
... and that’s an easy way to make conversation” (interview, Jordan). In general, Jordan
felt that their “proximity plays a big role in how frequently we’re able to communicate
with one another and how easy it is for us to communicate with one another.” Physical
isolation from colleagues and the fast pace of the school day can make it difficult for new
teachers to regularly interact with their colleagues (Lohman, 2006; Lohman & Woolf,
2001; Mawhinney, 2008). However, Jordan’s comment supports research that physical
proximity allows more experienced teachers to act as mentors and advisors to novices
tapping into feedback that would otherwise remain unshared (Kruse & Louis, 1993).
Being next door to Jordan as well as having weekly team meetings built into their
schedules were structures that helped to combat any isolation Ema might have
experienced.
Throughout the fall, Ema began to initiate more interactions with Jordan. On her
first walking tour in October, Ema said she visited Jordan’s classroom often “if I need
something or if I have a quick question.” As Ema began to learn more about Jordan’s
approach to a humanities course, which involved presenting pieces of literature that
aligned with themes in history and discussing those themes through the context of the
literature, she decided she liked how integrated English and history were and how easily
she could bring current events into the classroom. Furthermore, the two teachers shared
the opinion that the eighth grade humanities curriculum map (which had been created
over five years prior when neither of them was part of the team) was very “dead white
men dominated,” and they sought to introduce a more diverse range of authors to their
students (interview, Jordan). Hence, proximity, though an aid in facilitating their
interactions, was not the only reason the two teachers gravitated toward one another.
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Over time, Ema and Jordan’s colleagueship developed into a friendship, and Ema
logged multiple interactions indicating that she had begun to fall into Jordan’s social
circle. Ema went for drinks with Jordan, Mary, and Sabrina (colleagues who were close
friends of Jordan’s) and grabbed lunch on Election Day with the same group.
Furthermore, little by little, Jordan and Ema found a sense of emotional support in one
another as they began to debrief the weekly eighth grade humanities common planning
meetings, which, more than occasionally, blew up with disagreement. In early October,
for example, Ema noted on her log that she and Jordan stayed after the meeting to
“discuss what happened ... we talked in detail about the team and school politics.” This
marked the start of what became a regular post-meeting debriefing between the two
colleagues.
The anecdote below provides a sense of the team dynamics among the eighth grade
humanities teachers in the fall of Ema’s first year. Kathy and Jordan had the loudest
voices in the room and functioned as the spokespeople for their respective approaches to
humanities. Their blatant frustration with each other, built up over the previous two years,
created a tense atmosphere in which space for other voices was limited. Ema, preferring
not to add to the drama, kept her thoughts to herself.
A December eighth grade humanities common planning meeting. It was late fall
and the humanities team was meeting with Dr. Caldwell in Jordan’s room to discuss the
city’s upcoming mandatory review process of the school. The team rotated the location of
their weekly meetings among the five teachers, presumably in an attempt to mediate
power dynamics. Since the team was, in some ways, divided into two subteams, meeting
in Ema’s, Jordan’s, and Mary’s rooms allowed those three teachers to meet on their
“turf,” and meetings in Kathy’s and John’s rooms were on their “turf.” The meetings I
observed all happened to occur in Ema’s, Jordan’s, or Mary’s room, and it was clear that
Jordan was comfortable in those spaces. She would lean back in her chair with her legs
up under the desk as if to say, “This is my space.” Ema, on the other hand, did not yet
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appear comfortable in any space, typically sitting quietly in a small and closed position,
legs crossed and twirling her hair (i.e., her anxious habit).
As the teachers entered the room, they arranged six desks in a rectangle, and all sat
facing each other. Waiting for Dr. Caldwell, Jordan and Kathy entered into a somewhat
tense discussion about The Taming of the Shrew. Several years prior, as part of an effort
to move in a more collaborative direction, Dr. Caldwell had designated team leaders to
help build each team’s first curriculum map. Although, by the 2017-2018 school year, the
team leader designation had not existed in a formal capacity at Novelty for several years,
Kathy had previously functioned as the leader of both the seventh and eighth grade
humanities teams. This seemed to position Kathy as someone who expected her
teammates to follow her lead. However, Jordan had not been at Novelty in the time of
team leaders. As far as Jordan was concerned, as a third-year teacher she was entitled to
an equal say in the curricular and pedagogical decisions of the course despite not having
been involved in the creation of the curriculum map. She explained to Ema and John after
the meeting that she believed “Kathy’s curriculum was legitimately good,” but Jordan
also had her own ideas that she wanted to execute in her classroom.
Kathy, under the impression that Jordan was not teaching The Taming of the
Shrew, wondered in frustration why “we can’t all do the same Shakespeare.” Kathy had
been teaching Shrew for years, and she seemed to be struggling with a loss of control
over the decision-making of her team. Jordan explained to Kathy that, despite that
“Shrew was not chosen democratically,” she was teaching it anyway, just not as her main
Shakespeare text. According to the map, the team was supposed to be exploring the
theme of gender within Shakespeare, and Jordan wanted to explore gender with other
texts, too, which, from Jordan’s perspective, meant sacrificing a portion of the play to
prioritize the theme.
Shortly into the period, Dr. Caldwell joined the meeting (with a bag of clementines
to share, perhaps in an attempt to lighten the mood that she had anticipated). She
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explained that, as the reviewers conducted observations of select classes, all teachers of
the same grade and subject area were expected to be teaching a lesson within the same
unit. This expectation prompted Jordan to ask Dr. Caldwell, more broadly, if the team
could still follow their curriculum map for the remainder of the school year, even though
it allowed for some flexibility in what was taught and when it was taught, or if they were
expected to teach the same content at the same time moving forward. Dr. Caldwell said it
was fine to continue with the map as it stood. Hence, the team proceeded under this
assumption, with each teacher delivering their preferred content in their preferred way,
loosely using the curriculum map as a guide.
Although sharing materials and methods and openly exchanging ideas provides the
opportunity for teachers to learn about each other’s work and offers the prospect of
coherence in the curriculum, it also risks vigorous debate about priorities (Little, 1990).
As of the fall, the humanities team did not perceive coherence as an expectation, hence,
Jordan and Kathy’s debate was more of a battle in which they were constantly defending
their own approaches without any sort of end goal to direct the conversation.
The team would later learn that Dr. Caldwell did, in fact, expect them to be
teaching the same topics at the same time, and the team became increasingly frustrated
that their principal was not more straightforward about her expectations. Teams of adults
in schools often find that “uncertainty about why they are meeting and what they are
supposed to accomplish compromises the effectiveness of their team” (Johnson et al.,
2017, p. 53), which was the case for eighth grade humanities at Novelty. Had
Dr. Caldwell been more explicit about what she wanted in the fall, perhaps the team
would have spent less time arguing over what they were doing differently and more time
working toward an approach to a humanities course that they could all agree on.
After the meeting, Jordan, Ema, and John lingered in Jordan’s room. Jordan
thought it should be reasonable to “do something different if I’m also doing what I need
to do.” In Jordan’s (and, ultimately, Ema’s) case, this translated into taking her own
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approach to the material on the curriculum map. She didn’t understand why Kathy would
get offended when Jordan did things that others weren’t doing. The disagreement among
her teammates brought about Ema’s anxiety and made her hesitant to interject in John
and Jordan’s discussion, but Jordan encouraged her to speak, insisting that Ema was “on
the team.” Ema shared her perspective that Dr. Caldwell probably picked a variety of
humanities teachers on purpose (i.e., history-certified vs. ELA-certified), so, similar to
Jordan, Ema did not understand why all of the team members weren’t okay with teaching
the same content through different texts.
In a study by Grossman et al. (2001), the researchers designed a book group
composed of English and social studies teachers with the idea being that “the varied
perspectives of the participants would advance the group’s understanding of
interdisciplinary content” (as cited in Russ et al., 2016, p. 406). Ema seemed hopeful that
Dr. Caldwell’s intent was similar; however, the teammates’ varied perspectives seemed
to create disagreement rather than understanding. This unproductive tension subsisted
throughout the majority of the school year as the team repeatedly questioned how in sync
they were expected to be.
An external network. For new teachers, specifically, external networks can serve
as an additional “source of emotional support” as well as “a pathway toward legitimation
in their new position, and a resource to the existing teachers in the school they are
joining” (Leana & Pil, 2017, p. 121). In addition to her teammates at Novelty, Ema’s
boyfriend helped her navigate through her first year as a humanities teacher. Not only
was he a source of emotional support, he had also been a history major in college, so he
helped Ema process the content. Furthermore, her boyfriend was black and, in the fall,
the humanities classes were:
talking about Civil Rights ... the black experience really right now. So I also
kinda will throw things off of him in terms of like, “Do you think this is how
I should teach this material to be sensitive to students in my class
considering the majority is white?’... So he’s kind of my sound board for
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that, which I think is important to have when you’re talking about really
sometimes difficult issues.
Ema had also become close friends with two women from graduate school who
provided a valuable support system. They were both high school teachers at other
schools, and, as Ema drew them onto her relational map in mid-November, she explained
that she saw them “almost every week to vent. And to talk about lessons, talk about
students, to strategize. Mostly just to rant.” Ema described these two friends as her
“closest support system” outside of Novelty. They were:
definitely the ones I go to first for emotional support about teaching...they
have been really helpful. We share materials as well ... they’re both at the
high school level. But still a lot of it I can pull from because my kids are
often at the high school level. And honestly reading the same books that they
are … so that’s been good.
Seeing these friends so frequently helped Ema navigate the affective dimension of
teaching and also provided useful curricular resources. Especially early in the year, when
Ema was shy to branch out to teachers outside of her team, having these friends and her
boyfriend as a source of support played an important role in her teaching experience.
Relationships with Students
Considering all of the new experiences Ema was about to have as a first-year
teacher, she was most looking forward to meeting her students. Although she thought it
was cliché, she couldn’t wait to connect with the students and create “a situation in which
the students feel that they can receive that sort of support and mentorship that extends
past the subject I’m teaching.” She remembered “the teachers, especially when I was
going through challenging times in my K through 12 experience, who were there for me,”
and she thought it was vital to “ensure that I don’t get so wrapped up in the subject, that I
don’t forget the importance of the kids.” In building these relationships, Ema also wanted
to teach the kids empathy, which she believed would create a classroom space that
encouraged meaningful and respectful discussion.
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Although Ema effectively prioritized mutual respect among herself and her
students early in the year, this focus came at a cost. She started the year “nervous about
that respect, and so I was very strict and very kind of aloof and I never had open lunch
and there were all these things that I sort of like put down barriers to sort of suggest that I
am an authority in this classroom.” Hence, the fall was characterized by somewhat cool
and distant relationships with her students. Ema did not want to give too much of her
personality away for fear of behavior getting out of hand, initially creating an ambiance
that was not as warm as she had expressed wanting to establish. A visit to Ema’s
humanities class in the third week of school demonstrated how facilitating respectful
class discussions was at the core of her pedagogical approach.
A September classroom visit. The students entered Ema’s classroom, and, within
a few minutes, they began working in small groups discussing several readings related to
the Confederate monument documentary Ema had shown a few days prior. When group
work time was over, Ema got the class’s attention as she calmly counted down from five
and transitioned from small group work to a whole-class discussion. It was the ninth day
of school, and the students already knew they were responsible for calling on each other
to share their ideas rather than Ema directing the flow of conversation. The students
pondered the questions on the board: “How should public spaces be used to
commemorate the past? Who should decide?” One student voiced her opinion that statues
commemorating people who supported slaves and didn’t want to allow Jews in the
country should be taken down. Throughout the discussion, the students were quiet while
others were speaking, and they agreed and disagreed with each other with respect. As the
students spoke, Ema wrote their responses on the board, sending the message that their
contributions were worth noting.
The sense of community Ema created from early on, coupled with her pedagogical
approach of giving students control over the flow of the discussion, sent messages to the
students about her respect for them and about her expectation that they respect her and
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each other. Her expectation for complete silence when a student was talking
demonstrated the value she placed on what each student had to contribute. Through her
neutral facial expression, she seemed to thoughtfully consider what each student had to
say without making any follow-up comments of her own as if to imply that the students’
comments did not need to be qualified by the teacher.
Navigating Space at Novelty
Ema’s classroom. In the first few weeks of the school year, Ema decorated the
space of her classroom in such a way that aligned with the image she initially wanted to
present—a teacher who respected her students and who wanted to be perceived as an
authority figure. Fluorescent green posters hung on the front board instructing students
to: “Enter the classroom SILENTLY, Take the most DIRECT ROUTE to your seat, Take
out necessary SUPPLIES, Record your HOMEWORK in your agenda, Promptly begin
your DO NOW.” Posters from an identity project that Ema had assigned the students
hung on the back bulletin board, and dozens of novels were organized into colorful bins
by genre.
Despite these efforts to take some ownership over the space that had been assigned
to her, as of mid-October, Ema didn’t feel much of a connection with her classroom.
When we arrived there on her first walking tour, she said, “This is my room. I guess I’ll
go in my room.” Laughing awkwardly, she added, “Um. Yeah. I don’t really have
anything to say about my room. It’s a good room,” and she promptly walked out and
continued on with the tour. At this point in the year, it was unclear what factors were
inhibiting a connection from forming, but something was in the way.
Forming spaces of belonging. On our first walking tour, Ema demonstrated that
she spent nearly all of her time on the second (i.e., eighth grade) floor, and most of that
time was spent in her classroom. She went next door to Jordan’s room “a lot if I need
something or have a quick question,” and, although she knew where the rest of the eighth
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grade humanities teachers’ rooms were spread out along the second floor hallway, she did
not visit them outside of common planning meetings. Once a week, Ema went to new
teacher meetings in Dana’s room also on the second floor.
The office of Sabrina—the student coordinator—was on the second floor, too, just
across the hall from Ema. Sabrina “has a nice copy machine in here that you can use.
Although I haven’t yet. But I come here ... if there is food that anyone brought, it will go
in this room. So it’s very important to be in this room (she laughed).” Sabrina was close
friends with many of the eighth grade teachers, making her office a very social space.
Ema’s tone implied that she was trying to get comfortable entering that space, but spaces
that invited large groups were typically a bit intimidating to Ema. Hence, in the fall, she
did not spend much time there.
Aside from the office and the copy room, Ema found little reason to visit the first
(i.e., seventh grade) floor. She went to the main office every day to pick up attendance
and move her time card, and, across the hall, she described the copy room as her favorite
room in the building. She excitedly explained that at least one of the copy machines was
generally working and that this was also where packages were delivered. On the day of
the walking tour, the copy room was overrun with boxes, and Ema confessed, “We have a
bit of a package problem,” using “we” as if she was starting to identify as a Novelty
teacher and feel a sense of belonging at her new school. She sounded more comfortable
in and connected to this space than any other space in the school building. Unlike
teachers’ offices and classrooms that were designated as a particular person’s space, the
copy room was a space that everyone was equally entitled to use, making it a space where
it was easier for Ema to feel welcome.
As we approached the third (i.e., sixth grade) floor, Ema explained, “I don’t really
ever come up here so I don’t really know much about it.” She knew it held the library,
but, as she traversed the unfamiliar territory, she said, “I think we missed the library. You
can tell how many times I’ve been to the library. Every single time I’ve come here it’s
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been like a battle trying to find it.” Unlike on the first and second floors, Ema was a bit
disoriented on the third floor. She thought that “sixth grade is very far from eighth grade
in terms of what we need,” so she rarely spent time in the sixth grade space.
In the fall, Ema felt some sense of belonging in spaces that helped her meet the
requirements of her job as a teacher—her classroom, the copy room, Jordan’s room, and
Dana’s room. She tended to avoid spaces that were not relevant to her needs, like the
third floor and much of the first floor. She was trying to feel comfortable in Sabrina’s
office, a space that she perceived as socially important, but as an introvert, forcing herself
to enter this space was challenging. Hence, early on in the year, Ema stayed within a
small bubble of spaces that, for her, did not require much effort to exist within.
Summary
The relationships that Ema was forming with her colleagues, the curriculum, and
the spaces of the school building were influencing Ema’s understanding of what it meant
to be a teacher, or at least a teacher at Novelty. Through the assignment to teach health,
Ema was learning that teachers were sometimes required to teach courses they did not
expect or want to teach, highlighting the vulnerability of first-year teachers. She was also
learning that, along with the curricular freedom she sought came many late nights
planning lessons and (re)learning the concepts she would be teaching. In addition, this
freedom created disagreement on the team, helping her learn that some level of politics
was inevitable. As such, team meetings functioned both a space where Ema kept to
herself and a space where she was encouraged to think deeply about what she wanted a
humanities course to look like.
Ema was also learning that she was able to successfully establish a respectful
environment in her classroom. She was able to control her students’ behavior and proceed
through her lessons as she planned them. However, forming more personal relationships
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with them was proving a bit difficult, as prioritizing respect resulted in Ema building
social barriers between herself and her students.

Part III: Winter
Ema shared shortly after December break that her first year had been “a positive
experience so far, I think, as positive as I could hope for my first year.” She was still:
having anxiety dreams at least a few times a week about my kids hating me
or parents hating me or those really scary emails I never actually end up
getting but I imagine getting. But overall it’s a good community. Students
are overall really great kids.
She explained that she:
expected to be terrified a lot and I am terrified a lot, but less than I thought I
would be, so that’s progress.... You have the myth, you know of that like
awful, everyone talks about that first-year teacher.... I am up until midnight a
lot of nights, but I still have a life. I still generally leave at a decent hour.
The one thing she didn’t anticipate being so difficult was:
the politics. Interacting with teachers gives me way more anxiety than
teaching a lesson or even being observed.... I guess I was a little
disappointed to find out that maybe there’s still a lot of politicking even in
schools.... I was a little naive there ... it’s inescapable in life.
Despite this disappointment, Ema expressed that “the school does make me feel very
comfortable coming in every day, and that’s a lot to say.... I have pretty bad anxiety.”
Ema appreciated teaching at a school that allowed her to disconfirm (at least for
herself) the myth of the first year that she had heard about in graduate school.
Furthermore, she liked the students and the community at large, and she was feeling good
about her experience thus far. Her anxiety affected her experience, but less so than she
imagined it would, and for that she was grateful. And she was doing her best to navigate
the drama of her team, gleaning what she could from each of her teammate’s
contributions to the contentious meetings in an attempt to solidify her own philosophy of
teaching.
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For Ema, the winter would bring a deeper relationship with Jordan, personal
relationships with students, increased confidence in her curriculum, and a clearer
understanding of what felt right when it came to humanities instruction. By February, the
humanities team would begin to discuss the possibility of moving in a more cohesive
direction to create a unified curriculum map for the future.
Relationships with Colleagues
Jordan. Ema’s relationship with Jordan became of increasing importance in
shaping her curricular approach. By December, Ema had officially decided to align her
own approach more closely with Jordan’s, selecting pieces of literature (novels, articles,
primary sources, etc.) that explored themes that arose in history and distributing the
interdisciplinary content over the 100 minutes of class.
Ema’s winter interaction log indicated that she and Jordan started to meet multiple
times each week in addition to the common planning meetings. When they met, they
reviewed recent lessons they had taught, and Jordan passed along materials that Ema
incorporated into her teaching. Once, for example, Jordan handed Ema:
a Rebecca Solnit essay and then [Ema] handed me back a worksheet in
which she found a beautiful and daunting and dark song that was based on
the Rebecca Solnit essay with this awesome music video. And it all worked
really well together with kids. And then she taught that side by side with The
Taming of the Shrew, which is awesome. (interview, Jordan)
Jordan described Ema’s lessons as thoughtful and fresh, and their respect for one other
grew throughout the winter.
Ema and Jordan increasingly supported each other curricularly, intellectually,
socially, and emotionally. They worked together to decide what to prioritize from the
curriculum map, they discussed in depth how to incorporate the content into their lessons,
and, on one occasion, Jordan brought Ema a croissant and wished her luck before her
formal observation. Ema interacted with Jordan far more than any other teacher,
sometimes to co-plan and other times to grab coffee at the cafe across the street. On these
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outings, which typically occurred when one of the two colleagues was on her way to the
cafe and casually invited the other, they would talk about anything from a project they
had just assigned their students to the exciting opening of a new supermarket in the area.
Ema began to describe Jordan as “my only friend in this school.” She did occasionally
socialize with other teachers, but, as of the winter, she only did so upon prompting from
Jordan and ended up talking to Jordan almost the whole time.
The eighth grade humanities team. A January interaction on Ema’s log showed
that she was starting to gain some credibility with Kathy. During a happenstance
encounter in the copy room, Kathy asked Ema if she was planning to teach a particular
book that was listed on the curriculum map. Ema said she was not, and, as a result, Kathy
decided to opt out as well because she wanted to spend more time talking about the
women’s movement—something Jordan and Ema were also doing. Not only did Kathy
base a major curricular decision on one Ema had made; it also seemed as if Kathy was
trying to align her curriculum more closely with Ema’s. A team meeting in February,
described below, demonstrated that the team started to consider working toward a more
collaborative approach for the future.
A February eighth grade humanities common planning meeting. This team
meeting took place in Ema’s room and started by Jordan asking if everyone wanted to
share what they were doing with their students since they were each doing something
different. Being in the space of Ema’s room worked to dissolve some of the tension that
existed when the team met in Jordan’s room. Kathy seemed to feel more entitled to her
opinion, and Jordan seemed to feel less entitled to be dismissive. As the teammates
discussed what they were doing, Jordan and Kathy communicated less defensively than
in previous meetings, starting sentences with respectful phrases like “I hear what you’re
saying, but....” Although Ema did not say much, her position suggested that she was more
comfortable in this meeting than in previous ones. She sat with one hand in her lap and
the other on the desk, not playing with her hair or looking down at her phone. The
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combination of carrying some curricular credibility and having the meeting in her own
classroom helped Ema feel more confident in the space of this meeting, putting her
slightly at ease.
It was Ema’s turn to share what she had been doing, and she told the team she was
teaching When I was Puerto Rican, a book that was not on the curriculum map and that
no one else on the team had taught. Upon hearing this, Kathy perked up and excitedly
asked Ema for her materials. Kathy also requested that everyone get better at sharing
what they were doing before they did it. She was sick of hearing about fun things “after
the fact,” and she was “tired of six people making a map work for them instead of
building a map together.” The current map was “a reflection of past ideas, even though so
much of the team is new.” She acknowledged that this was not a problem to fix in
15 minutes, but she truly believed the team was more aligned than they thought.
At one point, Ema tried to chime into the conversation. Someone spoke over her,
and, perhaps for the first time in this setting, she spoke louder until everyone was
listening. She was confused as to why several teachers were teaching The Taming of the
Shrew in February when it was listed on the map as a book for November or December.
This comment inspired Jordan to agree with Kathy that the map had been causing
problems all year. Kathy had been the only person on the current humanities team who
had been involved in creating the map several years prior, and she wanted to design a
new curriculum map together, one that they could build from the ground up rooted in
their shared goals for students. Then, maybe they wouldn’t spend common planning
meetings “saying all the different things we’re doing,” which, Kathy pointed out, was not
really common planning at all.
Little (1990) asserts that “moderate levels of social conflict have been found to be
essential to the development of integrative agreements” and that some conflict is typically
necessary for high joint benefit (p. 522). However, in order for this conflict to result in
instructional improvement, the time during which teachers collaborate must be “in
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service of clear goals with a sense of collective effort” (Allensworth, 2017, p. 158). Only
with a shared vision of the goals a team hopes to achieve will its members build social
capital and work toward more effective instruction. In trying to create a new map with the
vision of shared goals for students and a more integrated approach to humanities, Kathy
was trying to embrace these ideas, allowing the team to engage in more productive
conflict that would ultimately benefit the team as a whole.
Rather than “rocking the boat” as Ema was desperately trying to avoid in
September, the thought and care she was putting into her curriculum were having a
uniting effect on her more experienced colleagues. As the meeting ended, the team
members agreed to think over the upcoming February break about their goals for students
in terms of an eighth grade humanities course. They also agreed to upload the materials
they had been using into a shared folder, all of which would help fuel the conversation
for a new curriculum map, leaving the team cautiously optimistic about forward progress.
Relationships with Curriculum and Pedagogy
A shift in approach. Come winter, Ema began to find her curricular voice. As her
preferred vision of a humanities course came more sharply into focus, she started to
distance herself from materials that did not support that vision. In the first few months of
the school year, Ema used many of the resources Kathy provided. However, over the
course of the fall, she decided that Jordan’s interdisciplinary approach to the curriculum
made more sense than teaching English and history separately like Kathy did. Jordan’s
curriculum was “much more aligned with how I think. I was more comfortable with it
‘cause it’s closer to ... how I feel comfortable giving information.” Contrastingly, using
Kathy and John’s materials made her feel “uncomfortable as a teacher, like I wasn’t in
control of my own classroom or I wasn’t comfortable with the material that I was
teaching because I wasn’t teaching the lesson I created.” She believed that collaboration
could work, in theory, but she hadn’t really been collaborating with Kathy and John;
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rather, “this is me coming in as a new teacher and teaching things that I didn’t create, and
I didn’t collaborate on.” Hence, Ema began to borrow more of Jordan’s materials, using
them in conjunction with materials she created herself, allowing her to take more
ownership of her lessons.
Ema also decided to stop teaching grammar as an isolated skill through the book
Kathy had recommended. Using it made her dread teaching grammar, and the students
dreaded learning it, so she dropped the grammar book entirely and started “doing a more
integrated approach to grammar ... focusing on something that will actually help them
with their next assignment.” She felt this made her instruction more cohesive rather than
treating grammar “as a separate thing that’s not attached to anything.”
Halfway through the year, Jordan was the only person at Novelty with whom Ema
voluntarily discussed lessons and curriculum with any regularity. The two teachers shared
the opinion that their curriculum map as it stood was very “dead white men-dominated”
(interview, Jordan)—part of Ema’s inspiration for introducing When I was Puerto Rican.
They also agreed that there was too much history to cover on the curriculum map, so they
“know that we have to make some choices, and we ... talk about those choices together”
(interview, Jordan). They debated what to prioritize and what to present to the students,
like imperialism, which the other humanities teachers decided to drop from the
curriculum map this year. Jordan said she and Ema felt this would be a social injustice.
Furthermore, Jordan appreciated Ema’s approach to teaching and the way in which she
put her own spin on the materials she passed along to her. Jordan explained, “I respect the
way [Ema] thinks and I respect what she does. And I think that that plays a role in why I
share so much with her and why I am excited to hear what she shares with me”
(interview, Jordan).
Ema and Jordan’s regular, thoughtful conversations about curriculum helped them
both gain confidence in their goals and guide them in executing their ideas in the
classroom. Research has shown that when pairs of teachers work together on instruction,
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it can directly improve the teaching quality of everyone involved (e.g., Ronfeldt, 2017). It
can also reduce uncertainty about what and how to teach (Johnson et al., 2017). Slowly
but surely, the two colleagues’ work became increasingly interdependent as they
supported each other in developing curriculum and improving instruction.
A sense of autonomy. Introducing When I was Puerto Rican—a memoir of a
young woman who grew up in Puerto Rico—marked Ema’s first big curricular deviation
from all of her colleagues. Although it took place in the 1950s, she thought it would fit
well with the 1920s imperialism and feminism unit. One night over dinner, her
boyfriend’s dad—a high school US history teacher—expressed his concern that teaching
humanities in an interdisciplinary way put a lot of pressure on finding a book to match
with the historical time period. Ema thought this concern was valid, but her approach
involved focusing on themes rather than time periods—even though she was teaching
feminism and imperialism in the 1920s, she felt it was worthwhile to pair these ideas with
When I was Puerto Rican because, despite taking place in the 1950s, it still hit on the
same two themes. She described this as her solution to that problem.
At a new teacher meeting in January, Ema shared that she was “proud of becoming
more independent in my curricular choices.” She had just started teaching When I was
Puerto Rican, and she was excited to “play to her own passions and interests and not just
the passions and interests of others.” She had gone from using Kathy’s materials to
Jordan’s materials to teaching a book that was not on the curriculum map and that none
of the other teachers on the team were using in their classrooms. On the one hand, Ema
described the experience of teaching When I was Puerto Rican as scary because she put
herself in a position where she was “creating all the material on it and I have no one else
to lean on.” On the other hand, this experience gave her a sense of ownership of the unit,
which she believed “helped me a lot just in feeling comfortable as a teacher and feeling in
control and also just delivering information more confidently.”
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At this point in her career, teaching, to Ema, necessarily entailed feeling like she
could create something from scratch and implement it in her classroom. Although
collaboration and community have been found to be related to teacher effectiveness (e.g.,
Ronfeldt, 2017)—Ema was learning a great deal from working with her colleagues—
teachers need to have some degree of ownership over their learning in order for
instructional practice to improve (Starr, 2017). For Ema there was an individual element
at play in order for her to gain confidence and grow as a teacher.
The authors in Quintero’s (2017) book, Teaching in Context, collectively argue that
close attention to how teachers’ capacities are supported or constrained by their socialorganizational context is required to understand the processes that contribute to school
effectiveness. Many factors related to the context of Novelty came together to enable
Ema to design and teach this unit: meeting with her teammates on a weekly basis and
with Jordan almost daily helped Ema learn what would be expected of her if she were to
create a unit on her own; her colleagues supported her decision to venture from the
curriculum map; autonomy from administration empowered her to go in her own
direction; and parents purchasing the book for their children made her hope of teaching
this book a reality.
Relationships with Students
A comment during the first round of parent-teacher conferences encouraged Ema
to begin to open up to her students. One of her students’ parents told Ema how much her
daughter loved her even though some of the other kids thought she was too strict. The
parent said something like, “Even though there’s some complaining about your strictness,
my daughter likes that you’re in control of the classroom.” This comment made Ema
question how she was viewed. Was she viewed as the “evil strict mean teacher that
everyone whispers about and hates”? This caused her to “rethink my classroom
management or just the way I respond to the students or just show some more
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personality.” Waller (1932/2014) insisted that “teachers who never smile lose an
opportunity to gain status as human beings (p. 229). As Ema began to see some truth to
this claim, she started to loosen up around her students, allowing them to eat lunch in her
classroom and use her printer to print last-minute assignments.
At the halfway point of the year, Ema said if I had asked her a month prior about
her relationships with her students, she would have thought they were questionable. She
was “really focused for the first few months on being in control of my classroom, and
being firm, and having clear expectations and rules.” Come January, quite contrastingly,
she had established a lunchtime ritual of playing Monopoly with a few students several
times a week and would willingly connect her phone as a hotspot to her computer when
the Internet wasn’t working (a perpetual issue at Novelty) to help a student print what he
needed. Letting her guard down around her students was allowing her to develop personal
relationships with some of them that she was previously unable to form.
One anecdote in particular spoke to this shift in Ema’s expression of her
personality with her students. It was March (field notes, conversation), and the eighth
grade was preparing for the Gatsby Bash—a grade-wide celebration at Novelty after
reading The Great Gatsby. Ema explained to both of her humanities sections that no two
students in the same class were allowed to dress up as the same character. Whoever
requested a character first via email to Ema would claim that character. Immediately
upon hearing this rule, one of her students went to the bathroom and emailed her from his
phone staking his claim. After giving him some flak for using his phone during school,
she was too excited by his excitement to deny him his wish, ultimately supporting his
request.
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Ema’s Classroom
Despite developing more personal relationships with her students within the walls
of her classroom, Ema was still not totally comfortable in that space. She liked her
classroom, still describing it as a “good space” halfway through the year. However:
the difficult thing about it is it’s very inherited ... like that cabinet I never
touch, it’s still filled with the previous teacher’s stuff. Actually all of this
space is filled with his stuff. So it doesn’t quite feel like my classroom yet,
but it’s good ... it’s better than a lot of schools have, so I’m not gonna
complain that much.
Come the winter, the fact that the room had been deemed hers was still not enough to
make the space feel as such. She acknowledged that could have brought some or all of
these materials to the bookroom (a closet down the hall), but she didn’t feel ready to do
that. Consequently, she was stuck in a cycle: the classroom didn’t feel like her own
because of the previous teacher’s materials, but she did not feel ready to remove the
materials, which continued to make her feel out of place in what had been labeled as her
space.
One aspect that Ema did like about her room was its proximity to Jordan’s room.
Being so physically close to Jordan contributed to the ease of visiting her classroom with
questions—either about curriculum or life at Novelty—which helped to foster a deep
relationship between the two colleagues on both a pedagogical and personal level.
Summary
The winter represented a time of tremendous growth for Ema in many of her
relationships. Her relationship with Jordan as both a colleague and friend continued to
develop, and she was gaining credibility with multiple colleagues in terms of her
curricular choices. Common planning meetings were still somewhat dramatic—some
people felt that their teaching methods were superior, and Ema admitted that she did,
too—but the team members were starting to communicate more effectively. They were
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all at least somewhat open to building a new curriculum map together, a map that would
involve all of their voices to create a curriculum rooted in shared goals for students.
Halfway through the year, Ema expressed that she felt “very comfortable in my
place ... as the eighth grade humanities teacher,” implying that she was beginning to
identify with her subject area, her grade level, her team, and even as a teacher more
generally. She spent the winter focusing on teaching humanities and trying to get
comfortable in her room. Later she would work on “getting comfortable in the school as a
whole,” which was still a bit daunting. As such, Ema wasn’t very involved in the life of
the school outside of her immediate teaching responsibilities. She had heard about other
new teachers going out together on the weekends, and, for the most part, that just wasn’t
for her. Consequently, she felt she didn’t have “as firm a grasp of the school community”
as some of the other teachers. For Ema, the school community extended beyond the
physical space of the school, but she was not ready to interact with her colleagues outside
of Novelty on any regular basis.
As of the winter, Ema could confidently say she was proud of some of the choices
she had made with relation to the humanities curriculum. When teachers have autonomy
over their learning, they tend to be more deeply engaged in it (Lohman, 2006), and this
certainly seemed to be the case for Ema. She believed she had:
lesson plans that are semi cohesive and I will probably [re]use about 60% of
what I used this year, which isn’t amazing but it’s better than nothing...and I
feel like [Novelty] is a place where I’m able to be creative and to kind of get
behind what I’m doing and be interested in what I’m doing, which I don’t
think is always true with teaching.
She felt fortunate to be teaching at a school where she felt supported to experiment with
her curricular choices.
Ema’s decision to let students spend their lunch period in her classroom had a big
impact on the relationships she was forming with them, which made teaching more
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enjoyable for her. In particular, she was working really hard to connect with her students
who:
are just very shy or lack confidence ... this is a very difficult school for them
to be in in that ... it is such a very high-achieving, vocal school.... I’ve been
working really hard to connect with those students.... I feel like that’s
probably what makes me the happiest in regards to my teaching.
Overall, with more than half a year of teaching under her belt, Ema thought Novelty was
“the best place I could be as a first-year teacher.”

Part IV: Spring
Ema had seven months of teaching under her belt, and a few spring anecdotes
demonstrated an increasing sense of belonging at Novelty. As she did in the winter,
Jordan continued to play a key role in Ema’s experience at the school and as a first-year
teacher more generally. The two colleagues collaborated regularly, co-planning lessons
and assignments, and Ema established an increasingly clear perspective on how she
believed a humanities course should be designed. She remained mostly quiet in team
meetings, but began to use the new teacher meetings as an outlet for frustration.
Previously, Ema had spoken very little in the new teacher meetings, often feeling like
what was being discussed was not relevant to her (like student behavior issues or IEPs).
However, in the spring, the new teacher meetings began to function as a space for her to
express some dissatisfaction with certain policies at Novelty. Throughout the spring, Ema
also continued to bond with her students as several of them frequently spent lunch
periods in her classroom, and, with a big leap of faith, she facilitated an unforgettable
experience for one of the eighth grade troublemakers.
Relationships with Colleagues
Jordan. Ema and Jordan’s joint decision making was playing an increasingly
important role in Ema’s capacities as a new teacher. Ema described Jordan’s teaching as
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inspirational (mapping activity). Designing curriculum and implementing instruction that
embraced an interdisciplinary approach to humanities encouraged the two colleagues to
work together more and more as the year progressed. Their interactions revolved around
creating assignments together—like daily lessons and larger research projects, reflecting
on how the assignments went in their classrooms, and deciding what to prioritize on the
curriculum map in the few months of the school year that remained. The two colleagues
also continued to occasionally grab coffee at the cafe across the street, and, after Ema
learned from Dr. Caldwell that there was money in the budget to order new books for the
following year, she and Jordan sat down to generate a list of books they wanted to
request. Ema and Jordan had formed a team within their team, aligning their curriculum
increasingly closely with the reassurance that they both believed they were teaching the
best curriculum they could design.
The eighth grade humanities team. The team meeting in February suggested that
the eighth grade humanities teachers would be moving toward creating a new curriculum
map. However, when everyone returned from break, the team was focused on preparing
for the upcoming Gatsby bash, temporarily putting the idea of a new map aside. After the
bash, Mary returned from several months of maternity leave, and since she had not been
present for the progress the team had made, her presence shifted the dynamic slightly
back toward how it had been the first half of the year. She was not yet ready to
compromise on her curriculum, and, since Dr. Caldwell had not explicitly communicated
an expectation to teach the same content at the same time, the team largely continued
operating as two subteams with two distinct approaches to a humanities course.
On the one hand, some degree of a professional learning community did exist
among the eighth grade humanities team—the teachers regularly got together to discuss
curriculum and pedagogy. On the other hand, the team was divided into two mini teams,
which resulted in them spending much of their common planning meetings sharing and
justifying how each person was teaching each unit. Little (1990) asserts that widespread
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sharing of materials and methods lays the groundwork for “productive discussion and
debate regarding curricular and instructional priorities” (p. 518). However, the lack of a
cohesive approach to humanities was hindering the eighth (and sixth) grade humanities
team from maximizing the collective capacity of the team as a whole (Horn & Little,
2009). Finally, as described below, Dr. Caldwell attended another eighth grade
humanities team meeting and articulated her expectations of the team for the future.
A May eighth grade humanities common planning meeting. At a late spring
meeting in Mary’s classroom, Dr. Caldwell started by suggesting that some people might
want to think about switching teams for next year because what she wanted to happen in
these meetings was not coming to fruition. Her expectations and the expectations of her
superiors were such that the team worked together, not that they went around sharing all
the different things they were doing as was described in the meeting minutes. In that case,
they may as well be “in a one room schoolhouse.” Based on the silence that followed, it
did not seem like anyone planned to consider a grade-level switch.
Dr. Caldwell went on to insist that “other teams have gotten over exactly what they
want to do,” understanding that working as a team meant not necessarily getting to teach
every single thing in the exact way you wanted to teach it. If the teachers could not figure
out how to work together, she could use her doctorate in curriculum studies and her
experience teaching history to make a whole curriculum and force people to use it. But
she did not want to do that because she believed that everyone on the team was talented.
Probably assuming the team would stay intact for the following school year and
that they would be left to create a new curriculum map on their own, Jordan asked if the
expectation to teach the same books and topics meant they also had to teach them at the
same time. Dr. Caldwell replied by asking, “Why wouldn’t you?” and went on to explain,
“If you’re not doing the same things at the same time, you’re not in it. It makes the team
stronger working together ... the advantages outweigh the disadvantages.” This comment
yielded some pushback. Not everyone wanted to work so closely with all of their
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teammates, and they had been previously led to believe they would not have to. Kathy,
for example, voiced her opinion that some people on the team taught 50 years of history
in one week and that was not how she was educated to teach social studies. John felt like
one of the things he liked about the team was that they didn’t need to teach the same
lesson every day.
In an attempt to make her expectations exceedingly clear, Dr. Caldwell explained
that the team needed to work together sometime before September to pencil in the first
two units of the school year. The team would finally have no choice but to try to
reconcile their priorities. Kathy suggested meeting over the summer to continue working
together, which Dr. Caldwell reminded them they would get paid for. Everyone agreed
this would be a good idea, and the meeting ended with the team members seemingly
trying to be open-minded about collaborating more closely moving forward.
Surrounded by Dr. Caldwell and her teammates, Ema stayed quiet during the
meeting. Afterwards, however, her thoughts poured out in the privacy of her room,
implying that the meeting was not an entirely safe space for her to speak her mind. She
firmly believed that she and Jordan were teaching a much more rigorous curriculum than
their teammates. Furthermore, Kathy and John had skipped topics on the curriculum map
that Jordan and Ema thought were crucial to cover. She knew this was her opinion, but it
was obvious by her tone and eye roll that she felt strongly that what she was teaching was
superior to what Kathy and John were teaching.
As Ema shared her thoughts, Jordan abruptly came into the room frustrated both
from the team meeting and from a follow up conversation she had just had with
Dr. Caldwell. Jordan assured Ema that, when the team finally did start creating the new
curriculum map, Ema didn’t have to worry, because Jordan would “be the vocal one.”
Ema chuckled, admitting, “You know I’m really bad at that.” Ema’s general reluctance to
talk during team meetings may, in part, have been a side effect of Jordan’s vocalness,
which seemed to allow Ema to take a bit of a backseat. It was almost as if Jordan’s voice
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allowed Ema to be heard without having to speak up. At the same time, though, Jordan’s
voice seemed to unintentionally silence Ema, as there was little reason or space for Ema
to share her thoughts and ideas during team meetings when Jordan was already taking
care of it.
New collegial relationships. In the spring, Ema started to branch out socially,
interacting with multiple different faculty members outside of eighth grade humanities.
As of her mid-year interview, she had been focused on her position as an eighth grade
humanities teacher and, later, planned to try to get more comfortable in the school as a
whole. Although expanding her social network initially seemed like it would take her out
of her comfort zone, getting to know Lionel and Rebecca ultimately expanded the spaces
in which Ema felt a sense of place at Novelty. Forming relationships with these
colleagues allowed Ema to embrace parts of her identity (as a teacher who kept a special
eye out for the “awkward” kids and as a person/teacher of color) that she previously had
not shared with anyone at her school.
Lionel. The eighth grade faculty at Novelty had a particular clique of teachers, one
of which consisted of Sabrina (as the unofficial leader), Jordan, and several other
teachers. Since Ema was so close with Jordan, she thought of herself as being on the
outskirts of this crowd, but, for most of the year, she did not have a close relationship
with anyone else. Forming a relationship with Lionel—a sixth and eighth grade science
teacher—had a positive impact on Ema’s establishment among the faculty at Novelty,
giving her someone else she could feel comfortable around within that social group.
As Ema walked past Lionel’s classroom on her second guided walking tour, she
spoke about how he was a really smart guy who was probably capable of teaching
humanities. He had recently lent her some books related to World War II, specifically
related to the Pacific Theater and Japanese-American relations. When she returned the
books, he advised her to buy them for her class. Ema mentioned that she didn’t have the
money at the moment, and, shortly thereafter, he bought her her own copy. She thought
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the gesture was so sweet, and she enthusiastically explained that she “took a picture of
one of my kids reading the book, and I came up to show him the picture, which is why I
now know where his room is for the first time.”
A few weeks later, Ema added Lionel to her relational map sharing, “I like him a
lot ... he sort of likes the kids that are awkward and recluses and ... the kids that present a
challenge ... those are the kids that I like as well. So we have very similar taste in the
students that we focus on.... Lionel and I like the weirdos.” They had both invested a
great deal of effort into trying to connect with one student in particular. Since then, he
started “just coming randomly to my classroom ... wanting to just touch bases ... then he
brought me my own copy of that book ... it was definitely the nicest thing that anyone has
done for me at that school.”
Rebecca. Ema also started to form a relationship with Rebecca—a seventh grade
humanities teacher—who, like Ema, was one of the very few teachers of color at the
school. Upon beginning to teach at Novelty, Ema was surprised by how white the school
was in terms of students, faculty, and administration, although as of the winter, she had
not discussed this issue with any of her colleagues. At a faculty meeting in April,
Dr. Caldwell informed the teachers that, for the 2019-2020 school year, the city would
require them to admit more students to Novelty who earned ones and twos (i.e., the
lowest scores) on state assessments. The faculty and administration agreed that this
would result in a more racially diverse student body. After this faculty meeting, Ema
began to see this whiteness as increasingly problematic in terms of educating students of
color:
I don’t think it helps that we have a very, very white faculty and
admin.... I am the only non-white teacher in the eighth grade. And that’s kind
of mind-blowing to me considering where we are located within the city and
considering the racial diversity we have in our city ... and a little frightening
to me to think that we’re going to integrate as a school potentially and have
an entirely, almost, white faculty.
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Rebecca thought the teachers of color at Novelty should form a diversity team for the
following fall. Ema wasn’t sure how she felt about the idea. On the one hand, she thought
it was scary to make such a statement as a second-year teacher. On the other hand, she
thought, “If we don’t, who’s going to do it?”
Connecting with Rebecca was Ema’s first opportunity to express race-related
concerns to one of her colleagues in what felt like a safe space. Ema believed it was
important to eventually speak to the faculty and administration about these issues, and
discussing them with Rebecca began to help her feel empowered to do so. Identifying as
non-white (or, in Ema’s case, not exclusively white) had brought these colleagues
together, and, at the end of the year, Ema added Rebecca’s name to her relational map of
people who influenced her first-year teaching experience.
Dana and the new teachers. After months of remaining mostly quiet in the new
teacher meetings, in the spring, Ema started to use these meetings as a space where she
could share potentially controversial opinions about policies at Novelty. Her decision to
use her voice in this way implied a belief that her thoughts and ideas were worth sharing
and that Dana and her novice colleagues created a safe space to do so.
At a meeting in May, the group engaged in a follow-up conversation to the allschool meeting about the changing quotas mandated by the city for low-achieving
students. Ema shared her feeling that the “racial undertones were so awkward,” and she
expressed her concern about how the teachers needed training on racial bias as these
changes would bring a more diverse student body. She went on to express her confusion
as to why it was legal to place additional stipulations for admittance on students who
earned lower scores on state exams (e.g., the school could require that students with
lower scores come in for an interview as part of the admissions process, which would
disclose racial and language identifiers that otherwise would have remained private).
At another spring new teacher meeting, Ema shared her frustration with having to
teach health, explaining that she shouldn’t have to teach something she was not an expert
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on. Dana agreed that it was ridiculous to teach health without training, even though she
did it for five years. Ultimately, Ema requested not to teach health in her second year,
though she was not sure how much weight her request would carry.
Relationships with Curriculum and Pedagogy
Ema’s humanities course: An interdisciplinary approach. A spring visit to
Ema’s classroom illuminated how her interdisciplinary approach to humanities was
taking shape and how student-led discussion continued to be at the heart of her pedagogy.
As the students entered the room, several thought-provoking questions were written on
the board related to the lives of Jews during the Holocaust. With the desks arranged in
pods (i.e., tables of five or six desks), Ema explained to the class that each table group
would have the chance to lead a class discussion related to one of the questions on the
board or a question they created with their group mates. They were expected to use their
book, Elie Wiesel, and notes they had recently taken to back up their thoughts with
evidence. They would have some time to talk with their groups, and then each table
would be allotted a portion of the class period to lead a discussion around the question of
their choice. Ema referenced the students having previously engaged in this type of
discussion, and they got right to work, clear on the expectations.
The volume rose to a medium hum as many students contributed to the
conversations with their peers. Ema circulated the room, chiming in on the group
conversations and answering any questions the students had. The space of the room felt
comfortable and productive, inviting lots of participation where the students openly
agreed and disagreed with their group mates. After about ten minutes, Ema raised her
hand in the air, quickly catching everyone’s attention, and announced, “It’s all up to
you.”
Ema chose a student to start off the conversation. The student read her group’s
question of choice aloud exactly as it was written on the board: How did the Nazi regime
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work to systematically dehumanize the Jewish population? She proceeded to share some
thoughts and ideas on behalf of her group in relation to the question. A full-class
discussion ensued during which, when a student was done speaking, they were
responsible for calling on the next contributor.
As they had in the fall, the students controlled the majority of the flow of the
conversation. By the spring, however, Ema contributed the occasional comment or
question in response to what the students had to say, rather than staying completely silent.
She began to see it as her role to keep the conversation moving in a particular direction,
as organically as she could, to ensure that the class hit on certain ideas they might
otherwise not have mentioned (such as the humanity of the Germans).
A class of 32 eighth graders had a respectful, thoughtful, and serious conversation
for over 30 minutes during which time no two students spoke simultaneously. As they
shared out, the students used quotes from the biography they were reading to justify their
comments. Some students built off what their classmates shared (“As Megan just
said...”), while others respectfully disagreed with each other (“...but the Jews did still
have some humanity…”). It was evident that the students had engaged in conversations
like this before, perhaps preparing them to engage with a particularly difficult topic such
as the Holocaust.
Witnessing this lesson gave meaning to Ema’s decision to teach humanities as an
interdisciplinary course. Any guest in this classroom would have had trouble
distinguishing between the “English” and “history” aspects. This lesson also showed how
she continued to work toward her goal of fostering student-led discussion. The students’
voices were prevalent, and they determined the direction of the majority of the
conversation, while they simultaneously built skills like backing up their ideas with
evidence.
Thinking on her feet. Once Ema’s formal observations were completed, she
stopped “creating actual lesson plans.” She still had “my PowerPoint, with my aims, and
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my slides. I know where I’m going for the day, I still have my handouts and my
homework and everything ... but I don’t have a physical lesson plan.” She would still go
into each class period with an intended lesson, but sometimes she would:
throw my lesson out and talk about something different.... I have faith in my
students to keep up and kind of make that shift, but also faith in myself to be
able to do that and think more on my feet and not be so wedded to this very
carefully constructed lesson plan.
One of her “coolest” moments this year was when the class unexpectedly ended up in a
discussion about racial integration in the city public schools, so she gave the floor to two
students, who went up to the board and started charting things out. Ema “sat in the back
and let them do that and that was really cool and really powerful for them ... and it didn’t
require any planning on my part.” Ema watched in awe as her students had an incredibly
sophisticated, relevant, and unplanned discussion. She wasn’t sure if this lesson would
have earned her “highly effectives” if Dr. Caldwell walked in, but it “felt good to be able
to have just these really organic conversations.”
Increasingly relinquishing control over the flow of the lesson to her students helped
Ema to feel even better about what she was doing in her classroom. Prioritizing relevance
to the students’ lives had been important to Ema from before the school year started, and,
as she gained confidence in her teaching and in her students, she was able to shift her
lesson plans on the spot to relate even more closely to their interests and experiences.
Relationships with Students
In the winter, allowing students to come up for lunch had drastically changed
Ema’s relationships with them for the better, and she continued to allow them to come
well into the spring. Then suddenly, one morning in May, Dr. Caldwell sent an email
informing all faculty that the students should be eating lunch in the cafeteria, not in
teachers’ classrooms. The email wrote, “If they are just hanging out in your room—
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SEND THEM OUT. They can hang out with their friends outside. And, you need a break
too.”
On our way to a common planning meeting later that day, Ema explained that she
did not appreciate how Dr. Caldwell framed this lunch issue as if the teachers had been
doing something wrong by spending some of their lunch periods with the students. These
lunches had been going on all year in many classrooms, and they helped Ema foster such
meaningful relationships with her students, particularly with those who didn’t speak up in
her class. This extra time together had transformed her classroom. Now, she was
concerned about how the awkward kids were going to handle eating in the cafeteria.
Regardless of the lunches, Ema continued to bond with her students. Kaito, for
example, was the “biggest troublemaker in school.” Like Ema’s father’s side of the
family, Kaito was Japanese, so she felt like she could “understand a component of his
troublemaking, where it stems from and ... his pushback against his racial identity.” He
was “very smart even though he doesn’t apply himself and fails almost all his classes.”
Just before the school year ended, he asked to perform an original poem at the grade-wide
poetry slam. Ema spoke with his other teachers about it, and they all felt like he could not
be trusted and that it was a bad idea to allow him to do it. But Ema felt like he could take
things seriously when he needed to and decided to let him perform.
At the poetry slam, Kaito “got up and he presented his poem and he had it
completely memorized. He executed it perfectly. It was beautiful.” Teachers came to him
with comments like “I didn’t even know you were capable of that” and “Where was that
all year long?” For Ema, “it felt very good that I had given him that trust.” Furthermore,
she was glad that he felt “cool” for doing something academic and hoped it might
encourage him to apply himself a little more in high school. She thought it was “a very
important experience for him to have, and it felt very good that I was part of that.”
In allowing Kaito to share his poem, Ema took a risk. She could have chosen to
rein in his enthusiasm, keeping the situation within her control. Yet she decided to
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relinquish that control and empower him to embrace this strike of motivation. Sharing
this poem mattered to him, and, as such, it mattered to Ema to trust him to present it. Her
relationship with Kaito and his potential growth as a student as a result of what she hoped
would be a successful experience seemed to be worth any potential consequence of
giving him this opportunity.
Navigating Space at Novelty
Ema’s classroom. By the spring, Ema had “learned to love ... and hate” the
location of her classroom in the school building. On one hand, she loved it in the sense
that she couldn’t imagine it being elsewhere. This comment implied a level of comfort
within the space of the school. Over time, she had become somewhat settled in her spot
within the school building. She liked being next to Jordan, which made it easy to “pop in
to quickly ask a question.” She also liked that her room was not in a corner far removed
from everybody, as she thought that would be a little isolating. On the other hand, she did
not love being near the girls’ bathroom or the closet that had roaches in it, she did not like
being so close to Sabrina’s office, and, in some ways, her classroom still did not feel like
her own.
Come June, Ema sometimes still referred to her classroom as “his” room in
reference to the teacher who had taught there in previous years. She:
always just had this sense like I’m not really happy in this room and I don’t
really like my classroom.... [The] physical space ... got increasingly messy as
the year went on ... and the biggest thing was this enormous filing cabinet in
my room, his room really, that was completely filled ... with the former
teacher’s stuff.
Finally, on the last day of school, Ema felt ready to take action. Wanting to set
herself up to feel more ownership of the space for her second year, she and one of her
students went through everything in the filing cabinet together. They picked out “the very
few things that we want to keep because maybe I will use it next year and maybe they’re
somewhat relevant or inspiration and we tossed everything else.” When they were done,
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she put a “please remove” sign on the big piece of furniture and trusted it would be gone
before September. She sounded relieved as she described the completion of this daunting
task that she had not been able to face all year long, sharing:
I feel good that that’s not gonna be there next year and yes, it’s a small
part of the classroom.... It’s still gonna feel, in some respect, like there’s still
gonna be some parts of it that I don’t love, but it’s a big thing for me to take
that filing cabinet out because, if anything, that’s the one thing that really to
me represented to me.... Or gave me the feeling that this wasn’t my
classroom, um, this enormous filing cabinet that had nothing in it that was
actually mine.
Removing this cabinet was like removing pieces of the former teacher, allowing Ema to
slowly take more ownership of the space.
There were also a few cabinets and shelves in Ema’s room that were filled with
books the previous teacher taught that she knew she would never teach. Yet, she still
hadn’t “gotten to the point where I feel comfortable removing them ... for some reason.”
She speculated that it was because she “respected him as a teacher ... and it’s just weird to
me to take all of them and remove them.” Maybe she would move them to the bookroom
next year, but she wasn’t sure. On a positive note, she was proud that she had become
more proactive about asking Dr. Caldwell for new books, which made her feel “much
better about ... the books I have in my classroom and what I can do with them.” It was
“hard when kids are like ‘Can I have a recommendation?’” and all Ema could think was
“I haven’t read any of these books except for the really boring ones you don’t want to
read.” It gave her “more of a sense of ownership to know more of the books that are on
the bookshelf” because she could make appropriate recommendations to her students.
Forming spaces of belonging. There were certainly hallways at Novelty—mostly
on the first and third floors—down which Ema still did not venture, but walking through
the halls with her in May was a different experience than in October. In the fall, her tone
had been serious, and she chuckled awkwardly when she didn’t have anything to say
about a classroom or hallway. In the spring, she spoke with a lighter tone and used much
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more casual language. She spoke about how she would go to the computer lab with her
students to do “computer-y stuff” or to the art teacher’s room to “steal” supplies. Her
word choice bordered on sarcasm as she explained how she would “get to hang out” in
the detention room three times a week as part of her contractual duties “and do all sorts of
fun things” in there. She didn’t spend much time outside on the field, but she spoke
fondly of the one time she did go out there for the walkout related to gun violence in
schools.
In the spring, Ema knew which teachers taught in far more rooms as compared to
the fall, and she had more anecdotes to share about some of the spaces—how she finally
took her humanities classes to the library so the librarian wasn’t mad at her anymore or
how she signed out a larger classroom space, upon Jordan’s suggestion, to give her
students more room to act out Shakespeare.
Ema’s casual tone and friendly stories about several spaces in the building
suggested that she was feeling a stronger sense of belonging at Novelty than she had been
earlier in the year. She had started to branch out beyond the eighth grade humanities
team, and the way she spoke, for example, about her newfound relationships with
Rebecca and Lionel made it sound as if those branches might have been starting to
function as roots. She was finding a sense of place beyond eighth grade humanities
teacher. Ema was someone who needed time to feel settled somewhere new, and the
majority of her experiences in her first year at Novelty would allow her to start her
second year feeling comfortable around much of the building.
One remaining obstacle to this sense of belonging was that she was still figuring
out how to exist around Sabrina. Ema had a sense that Sabrina did not like her—
Sabrina’s office was a few steps from Ema’s room, and, over time, Ema had started to
feel as if there was “a judgment coming from her if there’s anything going on outside my
classroom,” like when she sent students into the hallway to work. Sabrina had a
reputation for talking “about other teachers consistently behind their backs,” and, despite
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that Jordan had close relationships with both Ema and Sabrina, Ema wondered “how
much they ... say behind my back.” Ema also knew she was “excluded from certain
things” and felt like she was invited only if Jordan or Mary decided to advocate for her.
Being so physically close to Sabrina’s office made it difficult for Ema to feel totally
comfortable on the second floor, a space where she otherwise felt like she belonged. As
of our end-of-year interview, Ema was hopeful that their relationship would improve over
time.
Summary
The spring was a time of confirmation for Ema that she had a valued place at
Novelty. Her curricular choices were impacting the direction of the eighth grade
humanities team, she began to proudly claim her teaching agenda as anti-racist and antisexist allowing these goals to fuel a relevant and interdisciplinary curriculum, and she
started to form meaningful relationships with additional teachers and students. There
would be some challenges that awaited her in year 2, like determining how to be both
personable and strict in the early weeks of school, figuring out how to co-exist with
Sabrina, and continuing to shift the space of her room to make it feel more like her own.
But, overall, for Ema, the year had been a success.

Part V: Looking Back
At Ema’s end-of-year meeting with Dr. Caldwell, she gladly accepted the
invitation to return to Novelty. Looking back on her first year, Ema reported:
In terms of the teaching experience, the students, really the entire school
as a whole, I feel really happy with the year. Obviously, there’s been serious
ups and downs, but the overall experience I took away has been really
overwhelmingly positive.
Administration being “hands off” and the students being “on board” gave her more or
less the level of curricular freedom she was hoping for, and she was “glad to be at a
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school where I feel like I’m being pushed, constantly pushed” to think hard about what
she did each day. The highlight of her days was “teaching ... the moment in the classroom
when the kids are engaged in some kind of discussion ... and everything clicks together ...
and you kind of get lost in that.”
Ema’s one “gripe” with Novelty was that “it definitely likes to maintain the image
of serious competitiveness and rigor almost maybe at the expense of making sure the
students that are struggling are being pulled up.” When she had first accepted the
humanities position, she was not aware how competitive the school was to get into or
how rigorous the curriculum was—much of what the students read in eighth grade was
more commonly read in high school. She felt like a focus on maintaining this image
manifested itself in the curriculum. She gave the example of being expected to teach
Shakespeare even though it didn’t “align or relate or connect at all with what we’re
teaching in history.” She acknowledged that they taught it because it looked good to
parents and that that image was important because the school needed to look attractive,
but she thought the students “would still want to go to Novelty if we didn’t teach Romeo
and Juliet.” However, ultimately, she felt like she had administration to thank for having
“a really strong student body to work with.”
Relationships with Students
Ema felt good about how her relationships with her students had developed from
the fall to the winter to the spring. Initially, she was concerned with positioning herself as
an authority figure, but:
as the year progressed and I realized these kids were not a behavioral issue at
all, and as I realized that if anything ... I was being too strict and they didn’t
like me that much ... I laid off a lot and I became much more just personable
with them. All that became important to me getting to know them and it
completely changed my experience.
She did think that she may have allowed her students to see her a little “too much as a
young person by the end of the year,” but she didn’t regret that. They still learned a lot,
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and she was always able to “get them under control” whenever she needed. Next year,
she wanted to work on finding “a balance in between being strict while still being
personable and friendly.”
Eighth Grade Humanities
Throughout Ema’s first year, the context of the humanities meetings made a lasting
impression on her learning experience, allowing her to work toward achieving her initial
goal of “coming to my own philosophy of teaching.” As was the case for Ema, research
has shown that the situation in which a person learns, including how they learn a
particular set of knowledge and skills, becomes “a fundamental part of what is learned”
(Putnam & Borko, 2000, p. 4). Before the school year even began, Ema learned that her
colleagues had different priorities related to content and pedagogy when it came to a
humanities course. By paying close attention to how her teammates thought, spoke, and
acted with regard to each other, their curriculum and pedagogy, and their students, Ema
was able to determine her own priorities when it came to integrating history and ELA,
and she planned to stand by these priorities in coming together with her teammates to
create a new curriculum map.
Reflecting on her experience with the team, the group had been making progress
toward a more cohesive vision for their curriculum. Ema explained, “We have kind of
gotten our two camps to sort of come together” as far as integrating history and ELA
units. Everyone was now “willing to teach a book that aligns, at least to a certain extent,
with the history, which is a big thing for us.” And the team agreed that no one would
teach The Catcher in the Rye next year, which was a big deal for Kathy. Ema described
the last few meetings of the year as “group therapy” and explained that she didn’t “have
that much baggage and that much history” with her teammates, so she was “willing to let
things go.” In other words, she was okay with making some changes to her curriculum
for the sake of everyone being on the same page.
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Despite Ema’s increasingly clear perspective on what made a good humanities
course, she stayed “very quiet on the team this year. I don’t want to necessarily assert
myself strongly in this team.... I don’t really find it worth my time sometimes.” At the
same time, though, she thought, “It might help if I had more of a voice because I think ...
I’m more willing to compromise.” Maybe, by speaking up more, she could “bring down
the tension between Jordan and Kathy.” Sometimes, Ema explained, Jordan and Kathy
argued over something they seemingly agreed on just because they didn’t like each other.
Ema wasn’t sure if Jordan was ready to move forward as a team, but she thought
Kathy had been making a substantial effort to be more collaborative. By the spring, the
team seemed to be communicating more respectfully, and they agreed that they were
willing to build a new curriculum map together. However, some of the team members
just “fundamentally care about different things, and that makes it difficult.” In order for
instructional teams to support the professional growth of its members, their priorities
must be aligned (Quintero, 2017), but Ema was not sure whether this could ever be the
case with the eighth grade humanities team. She could not yet understand “how to have
different things we care about without it being like ‘we’re doing the right thing and
you’re doing the wrong thing’ ... where it’s not a competition.”
Although Ema still questioned Kathy’s intentions and motives in willing to
collaborate on a new map together, she was “cautiously optimistic that we are still going
to be very different teachers and probably still fight over things but that maybe we can
kind of come together and start to be a little more supportive of each other.” Regardless
of Kathy’s motives, Ema felt that Kathy made the “most transformation out of anyone
this year in terms of wanting to work together ... and I think we need to just sort of accept
that and be more supportive of that because that could really make our team meetings and
our lives a lot less dramatic.” Ema was ready to move forward as a team, and she hoped
her teammates were, too.
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A Validated Decision
Overall, Ema’s first year experience validated her decision to go into teaching and
drowned out the backlash from her extended family and friends that originally made her
insecure about her career choice. After her first full year of teaching, Ema felt “much
more genuinely proud of what I do,” with the positives far outweighing the lower salary
and societal status of many K-12 educators. With a year of teaching under her belt, she
concluded, “I cannot imagine doing anything else and never really want to do anything
else.” “If anything,” Ema concluded:
I have kind of come into myself in the sense that I am really proud of my
choice to become a teacher ... and I’m more confident in terms of saying to
someone, “I’m a teacher, I’m an educator, that’s what I do. That is my career
and it’s a really good career, and I’m not ashamed of that.”
She had sort of felt that way at the beginning of the year, but she “wanted to embody it”
and “hadn’t quite embodied it yet” at that point.
In our end-of-year interview, Ema acknowledged that she didn’t know where life
would take her, but, in that moment, she felt “with a very high level of certainty that my
profession, if not as a classroom teacher, will always be education-centered.” She
described teaching as making her feel intellectually challenged and explained that being
able to be challenged in that way, feel attracted to the content, and form relationships
with her students all at the same time was “really cool.” The work of teaching was
fulfilling for her, encouraging her to envision a future as an educator. Furthermore, she
felt really good about landing at Novelty because she thought teaching there provided an
experience many other schools would not have offered. She wasn’t even excited for the
year to be over—it had been a “really good first year with my kids and ... teaching was
genuinely the highlight of my day.”
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Chapter V
ISABEL

Introduction
This chapter begins with Isabel’s background and her path to teaching at Novelty.
Subsequently, it focuses on Isabel’s evolving relationships with colleagues, classroom
management, curriculum, pedagogy, and space at Novelty over the course of the fall,
winter, and spring. Throughout the chapter, Isabel’s substantive interactions with her
colleagues are at the forefront of her experience, influencing both her establishment
within the Novelty community and her development as a first-year teacher. Managing her
classroom proved more difficult than she initially expected, but guidance from her
colleagues and a shift in her pedagogy to align with her goal of creating student-centered
lessons ultimately helped her feel better about her teaching, form more positive
relationships with students, and finish out the year planning to return to her school the
following fall.

Part I: Isabel and the Decision to Teach
Isabel grew up living with her parents, grandparents, and two siblings. Residing on
the outskirts of a major metropolitan city, her neighborhood resembled more of a suburb.
She rarely took taxis or public transportation, and she was accustomed to driving her own
car anywhere she needed to go. She was comfortable in her neighborhood and planned to
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live and work there as an adult. Her mother was a kindergarten teacher at a local public
school, and when she was younger, Isabel would help her set up her classroom every fall.
Isabel described herself as someone with a lot of stress, particularly related to
situations that were out of her control. She does not appreciate the unknown; rather, she
is someone who likes to plan ahead and enter a new situation feeling informed and
prepared. A close colleague labeled her as “Type A,” which Isabel likely would have
agreed was a fair description. She was outgoing, motivated, highly organized, and
excellent with time management.
Although her mother worked at a public school, Isabel attended a private Catholic
school in her K-12 years. Looking back on her high school experience, she remembered
that she “really hated [freshman] algebra because my teacher was not really that good ...
so based on this teacher I didn’t really like math.” His lack of enthusiasm and limited
willingness to provide extra help did not inspire Isabel to appreciate mathematics as a
content area. Her opinion changed her sophomore year when she had a geometry teacher
who was “very passionate” about what he taught. He was also “accommodating for
students, he gave you opportunities to ... get extra credit towards a test ... and he was
always there after school to help students.” Furthermore, this teacher gave the students all
of the homework answers at the end of each unit to help them prepare for assessments.
This worked for Isabel, since she was the type of student who would be “annoyed when
we would have homework and the teacher did not go over every single question ...
because if there was one question I didn’t know how to do I was like, ‘Oh my god I need
to know.’” In her junior year, Isabel really enjoyed the algebra and trigonometry content.
Her teacher “wasn’t the best,” but, after her sophomore experience, it seemed she had
begun to enjoy math for math’s sake.
In Isabel’s senior year, she took a personal finance class, during which time the
students were encouraged to think about the careers they might want to pursue. Because
of her own mother, she had always considered a path in teaching; but, after meeting her
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mom’s students over the years, she thought younger kids were “very annoying,”
confirming for her that she did not want to teach elementary school. She also had not
liked reading or English as a student, assuming that, “if I had to teach that to other
people, I wouldn’t be good at it.”
Unsure of the career she might want as an adult, Isabel began college without a
major. In her first semester, she took general classes such as linguistics, nutrition, and
math in an attempt to figure out what she wanted to pursue. She also began to babysit and
tutor a variety of students, most of whom were in upper elementary and middle school.
Once she “interacted with kids more, I thought about it a lot more, and I thought
[teaching] was something I could actually do.” Since she had enjoyed the college-level
math course (notwithstanding her prior uneven high school math experience) and had
“always thought about [being] a teacher, that semester I really decided that being a
teacher would be the best thing for me.” By “the best thing for me” Isabel seemed to
mean that the decision to become a secondary math teacher made sense. As someone who
intended to join the full-time work force after college, teaching was a logical path for
her—her mother was a teacher, she liked math, and she liked working with youngsters.
For her second semester as an undergraduate, Isabel was accepted into a program
specifically for aspiring math educators that led to a bachelor’s degree in Education and a
state certification to teach math in grades 7-12. Isabel described the program as providing
a lot of support. It organized her class schedule, coordinated professional development
opportunities, and arranged monthly meetings for all of the cohorts. The structured nature
of this program aligned with the type of support Isabel appreciated in her experience as a
high school student. Within her cohort, she also “made a lot of friends that are also
starting out as new teachers.”
Like Isabel’s college, both of her student teaching placements were a short drive
from her home. Her first placement was at a high school where the teachers tended
toward “direct instruction” and the goal was “to pass the state test”—two descriptors that
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carried negative connotations for Isabel. At the high school, she gradually took over two
sections of Common Core Geometry, basing her lessons on what she observed in her
cooperating teacher’s other two sections of the same course. She “wanted to see how he
delivered it to see how I should ... ‘cause you kinda try to copy ... in the beginning you
don’t really know what you’re doing.” She would try to “mimic everything he said
because he had a lot of experience ... so he obviously knew what he was doing.” This
comment implied that Isabel valued experience for experience’s sake without necessarily
putting other qualifiers on good teaching.
Isabel’s second student teaching placement was at a middle school where the
instructional style was more “student-centered,” a phrase she used as a positive contrast
to “direct instruction.” This approach created what she described as “a very different
atmosphere” in the classroom in terms of student-to-student interaction. This pedagogical
approach resonated with Isabel, and, in her first year of teaching, making lessons studentcentered would be an important goal for her.
In the second semester of Isabel’s senior year, she began to look for a teaching
position. She was “very focused on getting a job in my hometown because that’s where I
live, so I thought, ‘Oh, it would be easy for me.’” Throughout the summer of 2017, she
went on many interviews at schools close to her home, but they all seemed to want to hire
someone with more experience. Then, one day in July, Isabel received an email from
Dr. Caldwell—the principal at Novelty Middle School. She had seen Isabel’s résumé
posted on the city’s website for new teaching positions, and she reached out, asking if
Isabel wanted to come for an interview. At first, Isabel was overwhelmed by this prospect
because the idea of commuting by train to a school in the center of the city was
unsettling. She was used to “going in my car, driving to where I want to go, parking, and
being, you know, done.” But she and other people she knew were having trouble securing
positions in her town, so she decided to give Novelty a chance. She looked the school up
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online and, based upon lots of positive ratings, thought it looked like a good school.
Ultimately, she figured, “Okay, I’ll just go on the interview, see what happens.”
A few days after Isabel’s interview and demonstration lesson, Dr. Caldwell called
to offer her a position teaching seventh grade math at Novelty. As Isabel learned more
about this school, she was “very happy with my decision because I didn’t realize when I
came in to interview that the students had to take a test to get in,” which contributed to
her image of Novelty as “a really good school.” A population of high-achieving students
(at least according to mandated state exams) and a school that scored well on citywide
annual reviews were important factors for Isabel in looking for a place to begin her
career.
It was official. Beginning in the fall of 2017, Isabel would be teaching seventh
grade math at Novelty Middle School. At the same time, she would also be starting
graduate school to earn her MEd Although commuting by train into the center of the city
was a bit of a daunting lifestyle change, Isabel would continue living with her parents,
and she would also commute by car to graduate school at the same institution where she
completed her bachelor’s degree.

Part II: Fall
After many years of helping to set up her mom’s classroom, Isabel’s mom was
returning the favor. The week before classes began, Isabel and her mother drove to
Novelty “because we had too much stuff, we couldn’t take the train.” In addition to the
decorations Isabel had purchased, she was pleasantly surprised to learn about the supply
room in the basement of Novelty. This abundance of supplies contradicted what Isabel
expected based on her mother’s experience. Her mom had always worked at a lowincome school where even paper was hard to come by. In contrast, at Novelty, the
teachers had unlimited access to the supply room and had a yearly budget of $350 from
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the PTA toward their classrooms. Furthermore, Isabel learned during orientation that
“you could order literally whatever you want and they will get it for you.”
Isabel and her mom dedicated many hours to decorating her classroom, and her
mom continued to work by herself while Isabel spent five hours in orientation meetings.
The duo liked to go “Pinterest crazy,” and it showed. Everything around the room was
color-coded with bright letters and posters. She was committed to making her classroom
a space that felt like her own, that would be welcoming and stimulating for students, and
that would communicate her expectations of them. There was a math word wall, ideas for
sentence starters, tips for being a good partner, and a colorful list of mathematical
practice standards like “I can solve problems without giving up.” There was also a box of
prizes that students could obtain by trading in tickets from a reward/strike system—
rewards for positive behavior such as using a sentence starter meant students could earn a
ticket to put their names in a jar for a chance to win a prize, and three strikes meant
detention. All of the supplies were organized into colorful, shiny bins, and everything
looked brand new, perhaps representing a level of control Isabel hoped to have over her
first-year teaching experience.
Isabel’s Scope of Work
At orientation, Isabel saw her schedule for the first time. She had homeroom every
morning, and she would be teaching three sections of seventh grade math, each of which
met seven times per week (i.e., twice a week she would see each of her classes twice in
the same day) for a total of 21 weekly teaching periods. The seventh grade math sections
were either following a co-teaching model for classes with students who had
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) or a non-co-taught model. Isabel would have one
co-taught section, and she would teach two sections by herself.
Also on Isabel’s schedule was detention room duty once per week and a designated
weekly common planning period with the two other seventh grade math teachers. A few
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days into the school year, she also learned that she would be teaching the only section of
seventh grade math skills—a weekly supplementary math class for a handful of weaker
students from another seventh grade teacher’s co-taught section. She did not receive
explicit guidance as to what should be happening during “skills,” as the teachers called it,
so she would have to figure that out as she went along.
At first, Isabel debated taking on an after-school club, but as a first-year teacher
and graduate student, she decided she “can’t do anything else. It would be too much.”
Maybe next year she would run a club because “when you’re used to stuff there is less
stress,” but in the week before the students’ arrival, her stress level was running high. She
was “just nervous because I don’t know what I have to do” to get ready for the year. She
hadn’t planned any lessons yet, she had just learned she would be teaching a math skills
class and co-teaching a class with several students with IEPs, and her co-teacher had not
yet been hired. Orientation, though informative, was an overload of information. Isabel
felt like Dana—the New Teacher Mentor Coordinator—had tried not to overwhelm them
with all the information, but it was a lot to process. Furthermore, she was anxious about
starting the year off teaching logic—a topic she had not studied in a while—thinking,
“Oh my goodness, I barely know this.”
Relationships with Colleagues
In some schools, asking for help as a novice is perceived as a sign of weakness
(Johnson & Kardos, 2004b), and opportunities to receive unsolicited help are few and far
between (Little, 1990). For Isabel, the culture at Novelty countered both of these
relatively common first-year experiences. She felt encouraged to go out of her way to ask
for help when she wanted or needed it, and, aside from a negative experience working
with her co-teacher, she was surrounded by people who went out of their way to support
her. Several of the seventh grade teachers, whether they taught math or shared her
students, quickly became resources for her, which helped her get her bearings in the fall
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of her first year. Overall, Isabel started her first year of teaching feeling like she knew “a
lot of people who could help me.”
Robyn, Suzanne Poller, and the seventh grade math team. Isabel’s seventh
grade math teammates—Robyn and Suzanne Poller—became increasingly valuable
resources to her throughout the fall, albeit in different ways. Robyn instantly made Isabel
feel welcome at Novelty, encouraging her to share her thoughts in team meetings, and
making it clear that she expected to engage in a reciprocal relationship with her new
colleague. The two teachers met almost daily to plan lessons and to discuss goals for their
students. As a result, Isabel quickly began to identify as Robyn’s teammate, using “we”
to refer to the duo by the second week of school. Suzanne, though less warm and
somewhat impatient with Isabel’s newness, had been teaching at Novelty for 16 years and
knew all of the state test topics backwards and forwards, helping to guide their common
planning meetings. Although Suzanne sometimes made Isabel feel insecure in these
meetings by implying that her vast knowledge made her superior to Isabel and Robyn,
she went out of her way to share numerous resources with Isabel. She also repeatedly
modeled a deep appreciation for mathematics rooted in her goals for student learning.
Robyn. Robyn, now in her fourth year of teaching (all of which had been at
Novelty), came to Isabel’s classroom on orientation day to introduce herself. She told
Isabel that she was welcome to visit her room to see how she had set it up, and she took
Isabel to the copy room to show her where the printer paper was. She also asked for
Isabel’s phone number so they could stay in touch, and, after a long day of preparation
for the year, she invited Isabel to grab food with her and two other colleagues. Isabel
thought it was really nice that “this was my first day and they were already inviting me to
go places.” Her tone suggested that she was surprised by this gesture, a gesture that may
have set the foundation for what would be a close relationship between the two
colleagues throughout the school year.
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Also in the days before the students’ arrival, Robyn shared a folder with Isabel on
Google Drive containing all of the materials she had created in her three years at Novelty.
As Isabel explained it, Robyn gave her access to “literally every single thing she ever
made ... sixth grade material, seventh grade material, all the lessons, all activities ...
welcome letters, if you’re absent, stuff like that.” In Robyn’s first year, she had nothing
to work from, and she felt strongly that “no one should have to go through that”
(interview, Robyn). She encouraged Isabel to “take everything I have. Do with it what
you want, but here’s everything.” Right from the start, Isabel thought Robyn would be
“very helpful for me, ‘cause she’s more experienced,” once again seeming to value
experience for experience’s sake.
Early on, Robyn implied her hope that these resources would not just flow one
way. She encouraged Isabel to put anything she created in their shared folder in case
Robyn wanted to use her materials, too, sending strong messages about her approach to
collaboration. She made it clear that she would value Isabel’s input into their work as
seventh grade math teachers, opening the door for a relationship in which level of
experience did not dictate the importance of each of their contributions.
As the two colleagues planned together in mid-September, they each had their
shared Google folder open on their respective computer screens, already having
established a routine of meeting together to discuss curriculum. Robyn sat at the front of
her desk, and Isabel sat around the back. Isabel’s choice to sit at Robyn’s desk as opposed
to a student desk implied that she already felt some sense of comfort in the space of
Robyn’s classroom.
Although Isabel was nervous about starting the year off with logic, Robyn was
excited about this change to the curriculum. She had been advocating for the change for
two years because, she argued, it was important to begin the course by establishing an
“algebraic mindset” and encouraging the students to “get comfortable not knowing
answers right away” (field notes, observation). As they discussed upcoming lessons,

150

Isabel seemed comfortable making comments (both complimentary and differing) about
Robyn’s ideas, and Robyn took Isabel’s thoughts into consideration, encouraging her to
keep them coming. For example, when Robyn suggested starting a lesson with a
particular example of one of the logic concepts, Isabel suggested a different example,
which Robyn agreed was a good way to introduce that particular topic.
Right from the start of the year, Isabel and Robyn interacted far more frequently as
a duo than as a trio with Suzanne. In addition to guiding Isabel with lesson and unit
planning, Robyn helped Isabel learn the ropes of the school by showing her how to
“create a document that you can share with all the students” or how to “take books to the
bookroom” and get “materials that I will need later on in the year” (interaction log).
Already by the second week of school, Isabel explained that “we don’t usually plan with
[Mrs. Poller]” day-to-day like they planned with each other. Pronouns are significant in
teachers’ accounts of their colleagues, with “we,” “I,” and “they” conveying meaningful
boundaries (Little, 1990). The way Isabel used “we” implied an early sense of
camaraderie between Isabel and Robyn. Identifying as a tight unit within the three-person
seventh grade math team also helped to build Isabel’s confidence when Suzanne made
her feel unsure of herself.
Isabel seemed relieved to have a colleague who was eager to work so closely with
her and who was willing to answer any questions she had. New teachers “yearn for
professional colleagues who can help them acclimate to their school’s unique culture,
help them solve the complicated, daily dilemmas of classroom teaching, and guide their
ongoing learning” (Johnson & Kardos, 2004a, p. 139). Robyn quickly became a key
professional colleague for Isabel, playing several important roles in the fall of Isabel’s
first year. She was an invaluable resource for daily lesson planning and for other schoolrelated questions, and, because Isabel felt so comfortable around her, Robyn also served
as a source of emotional support. She reassured Isabel that she was doing good work in
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her first year and helped her embrace her identity as a seventh grade math teacher at
Novelty.
Suzanne. Suzanne Poller—the third member of the seventh grade math team—had
both a positive and negative influence on Isabel’s teaching experience. For the first half
of the school year, Isabel referred to her as “Mrs. Poller,” implying a sense of discomfort
and insecurity in her presence. As Isabel added Mrs. Poller’s name onto her relational
map in late fall, she explained that she had mixed feelings about her. On the one hand,
Mrs. Poller was a wealth of knowledge and resources when it came to the seventh grade
math curriculum and the state exam, and she shared these resources freely. On the other
hand, she was occasionally dismissive of Isabel’s lesson ideas, and she tended to speak in
an overly sophisticated way about mathematics, seemingly with the intention of trying to
appear superior. Sometimes their interactions made Isabel “feel like I’m doing a terrible
job as a teacher.”
In an October common planning meeting, for example, when Isabel asked about
using manipulatives to introduce the mathematical procedure of combining like terms,
Mrs. Poller said bluntly that Isabel would be wasting her time with that approach. Later
in the meeting, when discussing how to introduce equation solving, Mrs. Poller suggested
that Robyn and Isabel explore polynomials before equations with their co-taught classes,
but address these topics in the opposite order with their other classes. This suggestion
made Isabel visibly uncomfortable. She felt as if Mrs. Poller was ignoring the fact that
presenting the content in two different orders would double Isabel’s workload for a
period of time, requiring that she plan two lessons for each day instead of one.
After the meeting, Isabel stayed back in Robyn’s room, got really close to her desk,
and shared that she was not sure she wanted to do the topics in a different order for her
co-taught class. She explained that “that might work for Poller because she has all her
stuff made. I don’t.” Robyn nodded in agreement, and the two colleagues planned to
teach the topics in the same order to all of their classes.
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Because of these mixed feelings, Isabel tended to avoid seeking Mrs. Poller’s help.
However, Mrs. Poller did seek out Isabel from time to time. The first week of school, for
example, Isabel noted on her interaction log that Mrs. Poller shared the welcome email
she sent to her students’ parents, and from her email Isabel wrote one for her homeroom
parents as well. A few weeks later, she showed Isabel “an example of guided notes that I
could make for my students who have an IEP.” Ms. Poller seemed to feel some sense of
responsibility and/or desire to help Isabel acclimate to Novelty and to the world of
teaching, yet she also seemed to want to make it clear that her intimate knowledge of
teaching seventh grade mathematics at Novelty carried more weight than that of her
teammates. These mixed messages caused Isabel to be unsure of how she felt about her.
Working as a team. Although Mrs. Poller sometimes made Isabel feel insecure, at
their weekly planning meetings, the seventh grade math team regularly engaged in
substantive discussions related to content and pedagogy. More often than not, the
overriding opinion in these meetings was that math was cool and teaching it was even
cooler. Together, they got excited about the content and enthusiastically debated how to
deliver it. Sometimes, Robyn and Mrs. Poller would reflect on how they had taught
certain concepts in previous years, questioning if teaching inequalities before equations
actually benefited the students’ understanding of the topics. In these moments, Isabel
would sit back and listen, often with her feet up on a chair, implying some level of
comfort in the space of these meetings.
Isabel’s teammates modeled the value of working together to meet the needs of
their students. Alone, they would not have been able to as effectively question their
previous practices and debate alternatives to their instruction. Together, they tried to help
each other decide what to prioritize in the curriculum and how to present it to a large
group of seventh graders with a variety of learning styles.
Maria and the co-teaching experience. Maria, also new to Novelty and with eight
years of teaching experience in another state, was Isabel’s special education co-teacher.
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Although Maria was hired during the first week of school, she wasn’t able to begin
immediately due to state reciprocity issues with her certification. Consequently, Isabel
spent the first couple of weeks of the year teaching this class with a French teacher who
served predominantly as another body in the room until Maria started. Having to begin
the year planning and establishing expectations for a co-taught class without knowing
who her special education co-teacher was made the first weeks of school even more
unsettling than they already were for Isabel. She tried sending text messages to Maria, but
Maria did not answer, so Isabel had little other choice but to do what she could by herself
and with the guidance of some of her other colleagues.
Throughout the fall, Isabel and Maria had minimal interactions outside of their
class. In addition to their seventh grade class, Maria co-taught two sixth grade math
classes and taught a self-contained sixth grade math class, which resulted in her
classroom being on the third floor with the other sixth grade homerooms. Isabel’s room
was on the first floor, and Maria spent very little time there. Furthermore, when the whole
staff at Novelty would break out into grade-level discussions during faculty meetings,
Maria sat with the sixth grade teachers. Similarly, she did not attend common planning
with the seventh grade math team. Maria’s co-taught class with Isabel seemed to be the
last item on her priority list, and Isabel sensed this from her.
Just as Isabel had scheduled common planning time with Robyn and Suzanne, she
and Maria had an assigned weekly common planning period; however, somehow this was
scheduled for when Maria was teaching her self-contained class. Considering the amount
of effort Dr. Caldwell had put into scheduling common planning meetings for grade
level/subject area teams as well as meetings for new teachers, it was surprising that Isabel
and Maria did not have a scheduled time to meet at which they were both free. Rather
than rescheduling this meeting for a different time, Maria viewed this conflict as an
excuse not to have to meet. As a result, the two colleagues rarely planned together,

154

communicating instead through a Google doc where Isabel would write her lessons and
Maria would glance at them before Isabel taught each one.
In a conversation about a month after Maria started at Novelty, Isabel shared her
feeling that Maria was “good from a classroom management perspective, but does
nothing in the way of modifying the kids’ work who have IEPs.” Isabel believed that, as
the general education teacher, it was not her role to make those modifications. She
decided to suggest to Maria that “when we are doing harder things that the IEP students
don’t need, we will do parallel teaching because it’s not fair to the other students ... and it
doesn’t just have to be the IEP students. It can be all the students who are lower level.”
Isabel sounded relieved in her text message the following day, sharing that Maria thought
this was a good idea. Overall, Isabel felt like Maria was not doing enough, so she hoped
their conversation would spark some change.
As someone who valued teaching experience and who looked to more experienced
teachers for guidance on how to handle issues that arose in her classroom, Isabel was in
an unexpected situation with Maria. Maria had far more teaching experience than Isabel,
but she had started the school year a couple of weeks late, she had never taught middle
school before, and she did not make herself available for help or guidance in the ways
that Robyn and Suzanne did. Isabel entered into this co-teaching experience hoping to
engage in a collaborative relationship in which they worked together to meet the needs of
a diverse range of learners. However, Maria did not seem to feel the same way, leaving
Isabel feeling alone, frustrated, and somewhat resentful toward Maria and her approach to
their class. Hence, Isabel took on the responsibility of planning by herself and began to
learn that co-teaching might be more of an individual experience than she anticipated.
Teachers of shared students. By October, Isabel began logging interactions with
teachers who taught her students in other subjects. As her students’ behavior got
increasingly difficult to manage, Isabel was eager to get advice from her more
experienced colleagues. Several teachers who shared her students not only made
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themselves readily available to her but even went out of their way to make her feel
supported. For example, her homeroom students’ science and humanities teachers sought
her out to discuss “different strategies that we could use in our classrooms to help my
homeroom from talking too much during class.” Another humanities teacher with whom
Isabel shared several of her students with IEPs was also a helpful resource in terms of
handling student behavior. His classroom was a few doors down from Isabel’s, making it
easy to chat frequently about one particular student who was causing issues for both of
them.
These interactions helped to calm Isabel’s anxiety and reduce her stress. She
appreciated feeling like she was surrounded by people, both physically and emotionally,
to whom she could ask questions about the various aspects of teaching. Behavior was not
typically something Isabel, Robyn, and Suzanne spoke about in common planning
meetings, so these additional colleagues played an important role in making Isabel feel
supported in her first year.
Dana and the new teacher meetings. As someone who liked to ask lots of
clarifying questions, Isabel used the new teacher meetings as a space to do just that. As
she inquired about the details for Back to School Night or Parent Teacher Conferences,
she would take notes in her notebook, making sure to record any information or
suggestions that might calm her nerves or help her feel some sense of control over the
countless unknowns. In these meetings, her colleagues guided her in figuring out what to
tell the parents when they asked her why her co-teacher wasn’t in the classroom yet, and
they talked about the pros and cons of choosing one formal evaluation and three informal
evaluations versus zero formal and six informal. Isabel counted on these meetings to
address school-related questions that pertained specifically to novices, and they helped
her navigate much of the uncertainty that accompanied the first year.
Beyond Novelty. Isabel also had some support from her undergraduate cohort.
They had a big group chat on their cell phones and they talked constantly in the early
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weeks of the school year. As everyone prepared for their first year of teaching, people
posted pictures of their classrooms and shared what they were going to do on the first
day. She explained that, “if anyone needs anything, we always share it with everybody
else.” In addition to the group chat, Isabel texted with one other friend from college every
day, who she included on her relational map. She was a new teacher at a different school,
and they would commiserate about their confusion around the start of the year. All of
these people served as another source of stress relief for Isabel, as she appreciated
knowing she was not alone when it came to some of the hardships of being a novice.
Relationships with Classroom Management, Curriculum, and Pedagogy
Classroom management. When Isabel started at Novelty, she hoped to establish
routines very early on to help with classroom management. She had been advised by a
second-year teacher during orientation to make sure the students had something to do as
soon as they entered the classroom “or else right away you lose all of them paying
attention or being on track.” As such, Isabel planned to have the students copy the aim,
“do now,” and homework as soon as they walked in each day. She had also spent time
over the summer putting together some challenge work in case any students finished their
classwork early. She seemed anxious and determined to fill every minute of every period
to keep students from getting off track.
Isabel thought the first few days went well, and she shared via text message that “I
was nervous for no reason. So far the kids seem really good, and even though I don’t
have my co-teacher yet, the kids were fine.” In a classroom visit the second week of
school, a loud and firm, “Why are there side conversations?” was all that was needed to
quiet the students and get their attention. By week 3, though, Isabel began to have some
difficulty managing the chatter in her classes (she believed the students should be silent
when she was delivering instruction), and, by early October, she was communicating
with the dean and the principal about David—a student in her co-taught class whose
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behavior was creating an environment in which it was hard for other students to focus.
She explained via text message that she asked the administrators what to do if she wanted
to remove him from her classroom. They advised her to call security, but security did not
always answer the phone, leaving her feeling slightly unclear as to school protocol
around consequences for problematic behavior. On one occasion, Maria called security,
who told her to call the dean, but the dean had told Isabel to call security in the first
place.
Throughout the fall, questions around how to handle behavioral issues became a
theme in the new teacher meetings. Sometimes they discussed strategies to address
misbehavior, like sending a student in the hallway to regroup, giving an attention-seeking
student a classroom job, staying in touch with the dean, and calling security if the issue
did not resolve. Having received some mixed messages from the dean and security, Isabel
and her colleagues would also ask clarifying questions around discipline protocol. Was
she supposed to call security if she wanted to send a student to the detention room? What
should she do when security did not answer her calls? What alternatives were there to
hosting lunch detention in your classroom? Dana explained that the detention room was
staffed at lunch so that teachers did not always have to host lunch detention in their
classrooms. However, it remained unclear what to do if security didn’t answer the phone
or if a teacher could send a student to the detention room without calling security. Isabel
wanted a concrete plan moving forward, but every situation seemed to warrant a different
approach. She would have to decide how to handle the issues as they arose.
Curriculum and pedagogy. An important goal of Isabel’s before the school year
started was to “try to make my lessons as student-centered as I can.” She liked that
student-centered instruction, as she perceived it, “put less on the teacher and more on the
students to make connections.” In her student teaching experience, there was “mostly
student-to-teacher discussion, not student-to-student discussion, so that’s something I
really want to try to enforce in the classroom.” To help with this goal, Isabel spent part of
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her summer looking for discussion resources on Teachers Pay Teachers and Pinterest, “so
that’s why if you look at my bulletin board ... there’s all sentence starters.” The sentence
starters included phrases like, “I agree/disagree with ______ because ______” and “In
other words, you think….” Isabel hoped that the sentence starters would guide her
students in communicating directly with one other.
Ultimately, Isabel thought that the lessons she taught in the fall were not as
student-centered as she had hoped. This was due to two main obstacles, the first of which
was lack of time to plan. Robyn’s lessons, off of which Isabel based her own, largely
took what Isabel labeled a “direct instruction” approach—the teacher delivered a lesson
during which she told the students what they needed to know, and then the students did
practice on a worksheet. Isabel did not have as much time as she would have liked
(partially because of graduate school) to alter the lessons to incorporate more activities,
which she assumed would make the lessons more engaging. Making lessons engaging
seemed, also, to fall under the umbrella of student-centered. Robyn shared this goal of
wanting to make the lessons more engaging, but between helping Isabel, teaching her
own classes, and running student council and robotics, time to devote to this goal was
limited.
On the one hand, having access to Robyn’s lessons in their shared Google Drive
folder and planning with Robyn daily provided immense support for Isabel. She was clear
on which topics to teach, and she had a teammate with whom she discussed daily how to
address them. On the other hand, the structure of Robyn’s lessons did not align exactly
with Isabel’s goals, causing her to implement lessons that did not necessarily support the
pedagogical approach she wanted to take in the classroom.
The second obstacle was related to classroom management. In multiple fall visits to
Isabel’s classroom, it seemed she had begun to engage in a battle between the teaching
approach she wanted to take—letting students work together to make their own
connections with the material—and the approach she felt forced to take in order to
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manage behavior—addressing student questions by herself as opposed to letting the
students help each other and taking the desks out of pods and putting them into rows to
curb student-to-student interaction. Isabel was so on edge that the side conversations
would get out of hand that she often decided to control the flow of conversation with her
own voice rather than making space for the voices of her students. The anecdote below
shows how Isabel’s response to misbehavior and/or anticipated misbehavior influenced
how she and the students engaged with the mathematics content. It would take more than
a few months of teaching for her to figure out how to alter her pedagogy in a way that
would lead to improved student behavior without limiting student voices.
Management and pedagogy intertwined: An October visit to Isabel’s
co-taught class. Before a classroom visit to Isabel’s co-taught class in mid-October, she
warned via text message, “I’ve been having a lot of trouble with the class you are gonna
be seeing like one student acts out and then it starts others.” She went on to say, “The
hardest thing for me has been classroom management. The lessons stuff isn’t bad for me
and I always do what I have to do and make sure I do my best.” At this point, Isabel
perceived lesson planning as within her control and student behavior as somewhat out of
her control. She could plan to cover certain material in a 50-minute period, but actually
covering the material was another story.
As the students walked into the classroom, Isabel said loudly and firmly, “We are
taking our seats, we are taking out our notebooks,” and, though she did not give any, she
threatened to give out strikes if their notebooks weren’t out. She appeared a bit flustered
as she simultaneously got the students settled in their seats and started the lesson. Once
the students were seated, she projected a long order of operations problem on the board.
Lots of students volunteered to participate, and she called on many of them to each walk
her through a single step of simplifying the problem.
As the class progressed through the simplification steps, some of the students asked
thoughtful questions (e.g., Can we write 64 + 56(-1) instead of 64 - (-56)(-1)?).
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Occasionally, Isabel posed the questions back to the class, but mostly she gave rushed
explanations and quickly moved on before the students appeared to fully understand what
they had asked. It seemed as if her decision whether or not to allow the students to
answer their classmates’ questions was based on how in control of the class she felt in
that moment—a control that seemed to be based on how loud the volume was in the
room.
Throughout the lesson, Isabel was fighting a desire to explore the students’
questions in more depth. Her instinct urged her to make more space for student voices by
allowing their questions to develop into thoughtful discussions, but she was worried this
would lead to behavioral mayhem. Each time she made the snap decision to answer a
question with a quick explanation rather than pose it back to the students, she looked
disappointed. This cycle made it increasingly difficult for her to come out of a lesson
feeling positive about how it went. She just was not sure how to encourage students to
interact with one another in a productive way that contributed to rather than detracted
from the lesson.
Teaching a lesson that emphasized procedural fluency (rather than, for example,
conceptual understanding or adaptive reasoning) coupled with cutting off student
explanations did not present much opportunity for students to interact with one another or
make connections on their own. Isabel continued to curb student voices to prevent
extraneous chatter and to prevent them from getting off task at the expense of practicing
the pedagogy she valued. As a result, Isabel was repeatedly left feeling disappointed with
the pedagogical approach she was taking, a disappointment that sometimes manifested
itself as increased frustration with the students’ behavior.
Throughout the period, Maria’s main role was monitoring David’s behavior, telling
him to stop clicking his pen, deciding when he could go to the bathroom, or following
him out of the room when he left for no apparent reason. When Maria was in the
classroom and not entirely focused on David, she would generally nod in agreement with
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Isabel’s content-related explanations. Through these nods that seemed to occur almost
involuntarily, it became evident (though, perhaps, not to the students) that Maria was not
totally comfortable with the content, a fact that Isabel later confirmed. Maria’s lack of
confidence with the content coupled with the conflicting messages they received from
security and the dean regarding handling David made it even more difficult for Isabel to
achieve her pedagogical goals.
Interactions with Students
Before the students’ first day, Isabel said she was “very excited to start working
with ... and developing relationships with some of the students.” By late fall, Isabel’s
classroom seemed to be a comfortable space for many of them to exist. For example, at a
November extra help session the morning of a math assessment, one student sat leaning
back in her chair with her foot up under the desk, studying for the upcoming test. Others
were up at the front of the room writing practice problems on the whiteboard. Still others
were quizzing each other on definitions. Without a lesson plan to cover, Isabel was more
relaxed during extra help than during class time. Eliminating the pressure of
accomplishing a predetermined agenda enabled her to create a calm environment in
which students could use the classroom space however they wanted to prepare for the
test.
During class time, however, Isabel had trouble managing her own frustration,
which sometimes manifested itself as snapping at the students. For example, in a moment
when Isabel felt in control of the students’ behavior and the progress of the lesson, a
student asked if she could get water. Isabel calmly said no, going out of her way to add
that someone was out but she could go when that person was back. Other times, as side
conversations stirred up, frustration took over. Just a few minutes after the student had
asked to get water, a different student asked Isabel for a pencil grip, and Isabel
dismissively replied that she didn’t even know what a pencil grip was.
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These inconsistent interactions made it difficult for Isabel to form relationships
with her students in the fall. She wanted her classroom to be a space where students felt
welcome and comfortable and heard, but the challenges of teaching made it difficult to
stay calm and positive. It was in her nature to give them the benefit of the doubt and to
laugh when they made funny comments, but when she felt her control of their behavior
slipping, her enjoyment of teaching and positive interactions with her students seemed to
temporarily slip along with it. As the year progressed and Isabel slowly but surely began
to manage her classroom in different ways, she would begin to form more personal
relationships with the seventh graders.
Navigating Space at Novelty: Isabel’s First Walking Tour
On our October walking tour of Novelty, Isabel wore her school bag on her
shoulder the whole time. It seemed she anticipated that the tour would be short because
she would not have much to say about the spaces around the building. Her pace
throughout the tour was quick, and we ultimately toured all three floors and the basement
in under ten minutes. She used the word only multiple times (e.g., she only knew two
rooms on the second floor or she only knew which room was Stephanie’s because her
name was on the door), as if to imply that there was a lot more to be known about what
went on around the school. Her tone did not seem to imply that she thought she should
know more at this point, rather that there would eventually be more to learn.
It quickly became clear that most of what Isabel needed was on the first floor, the
same floor as her classroom. Aside from new teacher meetings (on the second floor) and
the occasional visit to the library (on the third floor), which had a color printer, she had
little reason to venture from her immediate surroundings. The main office with “my
timecard” and “my mailbox” were on the first floor, as were the copy room (“I spend a
lot of time in here”), a faculty bathroom, and most of the other seventh grade teachers’
classrooms. There was also another bathroom inside the guidance suite that’s “towards
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the back and no one knows about it.” This comment seemed to imply Isabel’s belief that
she was privy to special information, perhaps making her feel like the first floor was a
space she knew particularly intimately. Similarly, choosing to say “my timecard” and
“my mailbox” rather than “the timecards” and “the mailboxes” seemed to indicate a sense
of place within the school.
Isabel pointed out a teachers’ lounge across from the main office and explained
that “I never really go in there ‘cause I usually stay in my room or I go to Robyn’s
classroom.” Her own classroom and Robyn’s room were where she spent most of her
time. Robyn’s classroom functioned as a safe and welcoming space for Isabel, a space
she was invited to visit often and where she could ask questions without feeling judged
like she sometimes felt during the seventh grade math common planning meetings. The
new teacher meetings functioned in a similar way for Isabel. Dana strove to create a
judgment-free space where not knowing things was the expectation and where everyone
was learning about how things worked at Novelty for the first time.
At one point on our tour, Isabel saw a piece of her student’s artwork displayed in
the third floor hallway. Her face and voice lit up as she exclaimed, “Oh! My student
made that! That’s really nice!” The hallways of Novelty were covered with artwork from
both current and former students, creating a welcoming and warm ambiance for anyone
walking around the building. For Isabel, seeing her student’s artwork provided a moment
of connection that she otherwise would not have experienced on the third floor—a place
she rarely ventured. In a blink, the third floor transformed from a space where “the only
thing I know up here is the library” to a space where her own student’s artwork was
proudly displayed on the wall, perhaps helping her feel more welcome in that space.
As the year progressed and as Isabel formed relationships with additional
colleagues, she would begin to feel familiar with more spaces around the school building.
In the meanwhile, she felt like she knew what she needed to know to carry out her role as
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a seventh grade math teacher, spending most of her time on the first floor, where she
largely felt welcome and comfortable.
Summary
Isabel had gone into the school year excited to build connections with her fellow
teachers. Although co-teaching with Maria proved to be somewhat disappointing, she felt
that she had access to a lot of people who could help her, with Robyn functioning as her
main source of support. Isabel knew who to ask for guidance around questions related to
content and pedagogy (Robyn and/or Mrs. Poller), and, shortly thereafter, she widened
her network to include Dana, the other new teachers, and teachers of shared students to
help her with issues related to behavior.
Figuring out how to manage her classroom posed a bit more difficulty than forming
relationships with colleagues. Keeping students quiet and engaged during class were two
big challenges for Isabel, which she largely attributed to teaching lessons that were not
particularly interactive and to being too lenient in September. This struggle inhibited
Isabel from forming personal relationships with her students, as she often found herself
frustrated with their behavior and frustrated with herself regarding how to manage it.
With December break only a few weeks away, Isabel resolved to start the new year
tougher with classroom management. She warned her students that, after break, things
would be different, and she already planned to start out her second year of teaching much
stricter than her first.

Part III: Winter
For Isabel, the winter brought continued support from her teammates and new
teacher colleagues, continued confusion and disappointment in her co-teaching situation,
new strategies to manage her classroom—some of which were more successful than
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others, more personal relationships with her students, and a curricular approach that was
closely aligned with Robyn’s. Her stress level still varied from day to day—one moment
she would be feeling relatively relaxed and then the next she would learn that she had a
formal observation coming up, making her “stressed and a crazy person about work”—
but her colleagues were there to help her manage it.
Over time, Isabel was learning that “some days are harder than others ... that’s the
career ... some days it’s easy, some days it’s hard.” Halfway through the year she was
still having trouble with classroom management, explaining, “My struggle is with the
students listening to me … listening to what I’m saying and taking me seriously.” In
September, Isabel:
didn’t think [teaching] was gonna be easy but ... I never had to, like,
discipline before. Even when you’re student teaching, there’s someone there
before you who sets the groundwork.... I made lessons before, I’ve done all
that, but [discipline] is the part I’ve never really had to do on my own.... I
never really thought about it that much until now, being put into the
situation.
She was trying not to let what happened at work affect her when she went home, like
getting “annoyed and frustrated with the students ... when they don’t listen,” but this was
particularly difficult when issues arose at the end of the school day (text message).
Fortunately, some suggestions from Dr. Caldwell, Dana, and her new teacher colleagues,
coupled with a better understanding of how her students learned, helped her manage her
classroom more successfully toward the second half of the winter.
Although classroom management was a challenge, time management was a
strength. Isabel gladly devoted time to the aspects of teaching that seemed to be within
her control, such as writing brief notes about each student to prepare for parent-teacher
conferences and lesson planning over December break to lighten her load for January.
Planning whatever she could in advance was one way that Isabel managed the
simultaneous demands of being a teacher and graduate student. Teaching was tiring, and
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she felt like she could go to bed every day at 8:30, so she preferred to use weekends and
breaks rather than weeknights to get work done (text message).
Relationships with Colleagues
Halfway through the year, Isabel still felt like administration, and her colleagues
were very supportive. She described Dr. Caldwell as “really nice,” sharing an anecdote
about Dr. Caldwell encouraging her not to be nervous for her observation. And she
thought her relationship with Mrs. Poller was improving slightly. Robyn advised Isabel to
ignore some of what Mrs. Poller said, which helped Isabel not take personally the
comments that had previously made her feel inferior. This advice helped Isabel feel more
confident around Mrs. Poller, and she started to refer to her by her first name (Suzanne).
Isabel also started to form friendly connections with colleagues other than Robyn. She
often went to happy hour on Fridays with several other teachers even though Robyn did
not typically go, and she was invited to one of the teacher’s baby showers. In general, she
liked that many of her colleagues were close to her age, allowing them to relate to being a
new teacher.
Robyn, Suzanne, and the seventh grade math team. Isabel’s math teammates
helped her cope with some of the stress she felt in her first year. For example, when
Isabel learned she would be having her formal observation by Dr. Caldwell, she was
nervous and didn’t know what to do for the lesson. She thought maybe she would use
stations where “each station has a different type of inequality” or maybe she should
“break them up into groups and have each group do one [problem] and present them to
the class.” But she didn’t want to have the students “do station work the whole time
because I can’t really show questioning and student discourse.” Just a few hours after
sending these texts that were filled with anxiety, Isabel texted again saying she had
figured everything out. The seventh grade math team took a half hour of a common
planning meeting to help her design a lesson that she seemed to feel really confident
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about teaching for her observation. Robyn also shared with Isabel some things
Dr. Caldwell typically looked out for, like making sure the kids were copying what was
on the board—something Isabel had never really thought about—or walking around the
room to check one problem on each student’s homework assignment for accuracy rather
than just completion, so Isabel started doing this, too. Ultimately, Isabel wasn’t even
nervous when Dr. Caldwell came to observe.
Suzanne. Isabel had a strong support system in her teammates, and as a member of
the seventh grade math team, she was learning that teaching necessarily involved
working with her colleagues to tackle the many challenges of the career. She was also
learning which of her teammates to consult in different situations. In the winter, it was
clear that Isabel turned to Suzanne only for help with content materials. Suzanne was
happy to share these resources, giving Isabel worksheets on inequalities and sharing her
lessons on percents, and Isabel sought these materials often, finding them useful for her
own lessons. However, Isabel was not comfortable seeking Suzanne’s help related to
anything that was not strictly content-related, explaining:
You need to watch who you’re talking to because ... I feel like
Suzanne’s, like, a spy. I really do. She’ll talk to Dr. Caldwell. It’s different if
I ask for a worksheet.... I wouldn’t talk about something more, like, about
the school or something, you know.
Isabel was concerned that anything she said in front of Suzanne would get back to
Dr. Caldwell, so she limited the type of guidance she sought from her. She did not ask for
suggestions related to classroom management or behavior protocols at Novelty, and she
did not complain in front of Suzanne for fear of her complaints getting back to the
principal. Hence, although Isabel felt that their relationship had improved slightly overall,
the mixed feelings persisted into the winter.
Robyn. Robyn continued to be a versatile and regular resource for Isabel. Isabel
logged several substantive interactions during which the two colleagues talked about
content as well as pedagogy, reflecting about “different ways to approach ratios and
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proportions” and “how to make percents more interesting.” They also designed a project
about percentages as well as a PowerPoint and rubric to go along with it. Isabel also
began to implement other ideas of Robyn’s in her own classroom, such as offering
problems of the week for extra credit and giving extra time on tests when students
seemed to need it, and she used Robyn’s assessments, modifying them for her own
students. As Isabel explained halfway through the year, “We work together. We
collaborate a lot. We make a lot of stuff together. So what we teach is basically very
similar.” She was “proud of planning with Robyn and how they were splitting up work
and collaborating.”
In an interview with Robyn, she articulated that part of why she and Isabel
gravitated toward each other for planning purposes more so than with Suzanne was
because the way Suzanne taught her students was a bit more “all over the place and
scattered.” Isabel and Robyn’s approach, on the other hand, was more sequential. For
example, Suzanne would teach a topic in December, and then the students’ homework in
March could have problems related to the December material. Robyn did not want to
criticize Suzanne’s approach because it seemed to work for her. However, Robyn
explained that she preferred to “flow through a unit, and once the unit’s done, we might
spiral back every now and then as we move on to the next unit, but there’s an order, and
the kids know there’s an order and they know what unit we’re in and so on and so forth.”
She believed that the students’ homework and assessments should cover what they had
been recently working on in class, and Isabel agreed. Furthermore, Robyn said that she
and Isabel shared the goal of wanting “to create more creative lessons, and we both have
this vision of just making the lessons more fun.”
Schools that find, grow, and keep good teachers acknowledge that “new teachers
come to the profession not only needing to be granted appropriate status as novices, but
also wanting to be recognized for their expertise” (Johnson & Kardos, 2004a, p. 162).
Robyn seemed to understand these needs on a deep level, supporting Isabel while
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simultaneously making Isabel feel valued and important. Robyn also helped Isabel from
an emotional standpoint, explaining that she spent “a lot of time calming her down.”
Sometimes this was related to an upcoming formal observation. Other times it was related
to students misbehaving so badly it made Isabel cry, so Robyn told Isabel about how her
students’ behavior had made her cry during class just a few days earlier.
Robyn believed that teaching was “always gonna be something where we’re
growing and learning and it’s never gonna be easy,” but, overall, she thought Isabel was
“killing it” in her first year. She just hoped Isabel “loves teaching enough to stay.”
A well-timed match. Robyn was in her fourth year of teaching, all of which she had
spent at Novelty. In our interview, Robyn shared that she felt blessed to teach there and
she truly loved her students. However, she had not expected teaching to still be so hard
four years in. From her perspective, after the first year, “you just kinda like get in the
mindset, ‘Oh it’s gonna be easier,’ and oddly enough it just doesn’t.... I’m not sitting at
home lesson planning every night, but other demands are being asked of me now,” like
co-teaching for the first time, applying for tenure, and running student council and
robotics.
Hence, Isabel seemed to join Novelty’s faculty at the perfect time for Robyn. She
kept Robyn “on her toes,” and Robyn was glad because she thought she was going
through some sort of “sophomore slump ... where I’m feeling burnt out of teaching a little
earlier than I thought I’d ever feel it.” Isabel asked lots of questions, making sure to keep
them planned about a week ahead of schedule. Isabel also went out of her way to “put her
own spin” on the lessons Robyn shared with her, even though Robyn probably would
have used hand-me-down lessons (had she been given any) exactly as they were given to
her in her own first year—“She works ... her butt off ... and I admire that so much about
her.” Isabel’s drive and “type A” nature motivated Robyn. Robyn felt like she “needed
[Isabel] this year.” She was really proud of Isabel’s hard work and was so happy to have
her on her team.
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Maria and the co-teaching experience. In late January, Maria told Isabel that she
would be leaving Novelty as soon as they found a replacement—she was tired of getting
paid as a per diem sub with no health insurance due to continued reciprocity issues.
Because she was planning to leave Novelty, Maria stopped coming to new teacher
meetings, resulting in even fewer interactions between her and Isabel. However, Maria’s
“last day” came and went and she kept coming to work, presumably because she did not
have another job. Maria’s leaving was impending until May, when she finally took a
position at another school.
Aside from essentially functioning as David’s one-to-one paraprofessional, Maria
continued to contribute very little to their co-taught class. As Isabel explained Maria’s
role:
Most the time she is either making sure [the students with IEPs] are
copying down [what’s on the board] or if there’s a bunch of students’ absent
she’ll ... make copies for them for when they come back ... she also is trying
to help other students, but I don’t know how effective it is if she’s not
familiar that much with the curriculum. And we don’t really have that much
time to plan ‘cause the times they [scheduled our common planning] she had
a class.
In theory, Isabel would have liked her co-teacher to take up more of a teaching role, but
she did not want Maria teaching material she did not know inside and out. They did
engage in some joint decision-making, like offering students who earned below an 80%
on an assessment to do corrections, and Maria modified some of the assessments for
students with IEPs. Also, at Isabel’s suggestion, Maria tried taking some of the weaker
students to a separate classroom to teach them Isabel’s lessons in a smaller setting,
though this did not happen frequently because several of the students’ parents did not like
the idea of their children being separated from their peers and their math teacher.
Halfway into the year, Isabel was still not sure how a co-teaching relationship was
supposed to work. Overall, she felt, “there is not a lot of guidance with the co-taught
class” and “we’re not sure what we’re supposed to be doing.” According to Isabel, no one
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in the school seemed to know how co-teaching was supposed to function. Robyn was also
co-teaching for the first time, which she described in our interview as throwing her for a
loop. Robyn felt like the classrooms at Novelty were not built to be co-taught classrooms,
and she had tried to seek help but did not get the guidance she felt she needed. She added
that “I haven’t really gotten much training” either. She was “told, like, the day before
school started, that I had a co-taught class and who my co-teacher was,” factors that did
not set her up for a successful experience. Robyn was usually able to calm Isabel’s nerves
in these situations, but, because confusion around co-teaching lingered, Isabel and Robyn
both felt stressed when it came to meeting the needs of their lower-performing students.
Dana and the new teacher meetings. At a new teacher meeting just before the
winter break, Dana gave the floor to Stephanie, an eighth grade math teacher who, like
Isabel, was brand new to teaching. Stephanie had just begun to implement a behavior
rubric to help with classroom management, and she thought it was proving useful. Isabel
liked the idea and promptly tried it in her own classroom. Although the rubrics did not
ultimately help Isabel manage her students’ behavior, the new teacher meetings
increasingly functioned as a space where Isabel could get concrete advice and
suggestions that she could integrate into her teaching. For example, Dana suggested that
students were usually more receptive to her requests when she spoke to them quietly and
calmly rather than calling them out for their behavior in front of the class. As her
colleagues gave her ideas, Isabel wrote them down and planned to implement them in her
own classroom moving forward.
Similarly, at a new teacher meeting in February, a conversation about classroom
management strategies sparked a conversation about how to stay positive on those rough
days. One of the teachers (new to Novelty and in his third year of teaching) shared that,
in his first year, he used to write on his clipboard “smile and whisper,” as reminders of
how he wanted to act in the classroom in difficult moments. Dana had sticky notes in her
drawer with messages like “They are just children,” and Isabel opened a note on her
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phone with a list of encouraging phrases like “Don’t dwell on the negative.” Dana and all
of the teachers new to Novelty genuinely cared about their students and about teaching,
creating a community where positive talk about their work was the norm.
When teachers support each other in supporting their students and share in the
responsibility of student well-being, they create a culture of interdependence in which
teachers are more likely to grow as professionals and feel satisfied with their careers
(Johnson & Kardos, 2004a). Talking about students in such a positive way at the new
teacher meetings helped Isabel work through some of the more difficult moments of
teaching, reiterating the importance of having a community of colleagues to whom she
could turn for guidance.
Beyond Novelty. The group chat with Isabel’s cohort that had been so active in the
fall had since died down, but Isabel still communicated frequently with her friend from
undergraduate school who was a first-year teacher elsewhere in the city. Isabel thought
speaking with this friend was helpful because “both of us are, like, stress people. So, the
thing is, hearing other people who are having the same problems, it makes you kind of
feel, like, better that you’re not the only one.” Together, they would talk about their
observations or vent about work, and knowing that someone else was experiencing
similar issues at another school helped reassure Isabel that she was not alone.
Relationships with Classroom Management, Curriculum, and Pedagogy
At a new teacher meeting in early January, Dana asked the new teachers to fill out
a form reflecting on the first part of the year. As they discussed what they wrote, Isabel
shared with the group that she was trying to be “more strict with classroom
management.” The next day, she expressed via text message more insight into how things
had been going in her classroom:
Today was fine besides last period. We were doing stations and then one
kid pushed another kid to the floor. I don’t know the whole story. I just sent
both of them to the dean. I am starting to learn not to let certain stuff bother
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me and don’t let stuff from work effect (sic) me when I’m not there like
getting upset when students don’t listen and stuff ... that’s why I made a
bunch of New Year’s resolutions about work. I was getting a lot of anxiety
about work. It’s just the classroom management is hard and I feel like I have
been stricter since we started again [after December break] but I feel like my
homeroom doesn’t take me seriously but other teachers were also having a
hard time handling them and they have experience. In my other classes I can
see clearly who the students are that cause issues. This class is much harder
because it’s more than a few students and [I don’t know] how to handle all
of them. And it’s also worse when we have a double period in a row because
I don’t get a break from them. I’ve been trying not to yell but sometimes I
get frustrated with them and if they keep talking we can’t get work done....
I’m trying my best and all these strategies but some days they are really
good.... But it’s a learning process and for next year for sure I’m making sure
I’m stricter in the beginning of the year.
This series of text messages demonstrated several developments since September. Isabel
made a conscious decision to try to leave the emotional side of work at work, and she was
trying to be stricter with her students. For example, some of her students told her that
they didn’t think she would give a third strike, which she believed caused them to take
advantage of her, so, moving forward, she wanted to “really stick to it.” If the students
did something, no matter which student it was, Isabel wanted to follow through with the
strike system. It seemed to give Isabel reassurance that other, more experienced, teachers
were having some trouble with the students in her homeroom, but she had begun to dread
double periods, and things needed to change.
Isabel also expressed in these messages her perception of managing the classroom
as a “learning process.” She was consistently eager to try new strategies that her
colleagues suggested and seemed to be experiencing mixed success. Sometimes the
students were really good, which gave her hope that she was starting to figure out how to
manage the students’ behavior more effectively.
By the end of January, things started to look up with regard to classroom
management and student behavior. Yes, the dean had resigned seemingly out of nowhere,
Maria was planning to leave, and David was about to return after a short stint at another
school where they were not able to meet his needs. Yet, despite this trifecta of events, the
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halfway mark of the year turned out to be somewhat of a turning point for Isabel’s
management approach.
At a new teacher meeting in late January, Isabel shared some feedback from her
post-observation meeting. Dr. Caldwell noted that Isabel spoke very loudly when she
taught. She thought Isabel must be so tired at the end of the day. As such, Isabel had been
making an effort to talk more quietly, and, as a result, the kids were a little better. In fact,
a few students actually said to Isabel that she seemed “like a different person,” making
comments like, “You’re so calm.” As Isabel spoke about these developments, she
sounded proud and hopeful for the rest of the school year.
Another helpful post-observation tip from Dr. Caldwell was to give students an
“N” (signifying “needs improvement”) for behavior on their report cards if they were
causing issues. Receiving an “N” prevented students from getting on the honor roll
regardless of their grades, and, although Isabel had been hesitant to take this action,
Dr. Caldwell encouraged her to make use of it. Dr. Caldwell suggested, “If you think
about the kid at home, give the N,” meaning that if Isabel was spending time outside of
school thinking about the behavior of a particular student, that likely meant that their
behavior needed improvement. This suggestion not only gave Isabel permission, in a
sense, to implement another consequence for poor behavior; it also demonstrated that the
principal trusted her to decide when student behavior was and was not appropriate.
The behavior management suggestions from Dana and Dr. Caldwell helped Isabel
turn a corner with classroom management. The section below demonstrates how altering
Isabel’s pedagogy also contributed to more effectively managing her classroom.
Management and pedagogy intertwined. As it had been in the fall, classroom
management was necessarily intertwined with curriculum and pedagogy. However, the
winter brought a notable shift in how Isabel perceived the relationship between content
and instruction. Earlier in the year, Isabel believed that minimizing student voices would
help her control their behavior. However, over time, she was learning that allowing the
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students to interact more could actually improve classroom management, provided their
interactions were focused around an engaging task.
Having a break from graduate school between semesters gave Isabel a little more
time to alter Robyn’s lessons before she implemented them. Isabel thought “the lessons
were okay but I think they could use improving [with] the engagement of the lesson.” She
felt like her students were “not really good with that much ‘you’ at the board,” so she
began to try to offset this by incorporating more activities like stations and Plickers (an
interactive tool to collect real-time data on student progress). She noted that station work
“enables the students to talk more and work together” in a way that was productive.
For some of the topics it was hard to incorporate an activity. For example, she
wondered about “another way to teach [equations] besides telling them you have to do
certain things.” This comment implied another important development in Isabel’s
pedagogy. She was trying not to tell students how to approach new skills as she had been
in the fall, instead attempting to guide them to make connections on their own as she had
originally hoped. Furthermore, it seemed she was learning that this was not only a more
effective way to teach mathematics, it was also effective in encouraging more positive
student behavior. Consequently, when lessons didn’t go as planned, Isabel began to
question if it was her fault for not making the lesson engaging enough rather than
blaming the students for misbehaving.
Interactions with students. Another strategy that Isabel began to use in the second
half of the year to help manage student behavior was related to how she interacted with
her students. Isabel decided to “talk to some of them if they have been acting out in class
to try to develop a relationship with them so they won’t act that way.” She started talking
to some of them “not just about school, like, stuff outside of school.” She had also started
to allow students to eat lunch in her room three times a week. Since many students liked
coming for lunch, she thought this spoke to positive connections she had made with them.
Overall, she explained, “I like interacting with them. It’s just so hard when they don’t
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listen.” She seemed hopeful that the changes she was making to her management,
pedagogy, and interactions with her students would encourage them to stay on task and
refrain from having side conversations during class.
Navigating Space at Novelty: Isabel’s Classroom
A few months into the school year, the decorations around Isabel’s classroom were
as bright and colorful as they had been when she started. The posters with sentence
starters still hung at the front of the classroom, and her materials were still organized in
color-coded bins. Isabel liked her classroom a lot and thought it was nicer than most of
the classrooms she saw. Come winter, she concluded that she appreciated being in the
corner where “no one bothers me” (i.e., where administration could not overhear what
was going on in her room), and she liked that her classroom had desks as opposed to
tables because “with tables, the students have to sit together. With the desks, they could
sit however you want.” The desks gave her more flexibility in allowing her to align the
arrangement of the furniture with the day’s lesson.
Although Isabel appreciated the resources at her disposal like the desks, the
materials in the supply room, and the technology (like her projector and her documentcamera), there were certain aspects of the space that did not meet her needs or that made
her feel like her classroom was not completely her own. For example, she did not have
enough board space, an issue she tried to mitigate by writing the homework assignment
on an easel. When she used the document camera or the projector, the image took up a
large portion of the board, leaving little space to work through problems or write notes,
forcing her to erase often and sometimes making her board look messy. She also did not
appreciate having a desk that didn’t lock. As such, she felt like she couldn’t leave her
classroom door unlocked when she was not inside because her personal belongings were
accessible to anyone who entered the room. Lastly, the previous teacher had left a file
cabinet filled with lesson resources, but the materials were “the same thing that Robyn
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has on the computer ... ‘cause they made all the lessons together.” In other words,
everything inside this huge piece of furniture was essentially useless, and it became
Isabel’s responsibility to empty it to create space for her own resources that she wanted to
save for the following year.
Summary
Throughout the winter, Isabel learned a great deal about being a teacher and, more
specifically, about being a teacher at Novelty. She didn’t think teaching was going to be
easy and it wasn’t. It was hard to manage graduate school with teaching, and it was hard
not to take her students’ behavior issues personally. However, over time, she was
learning that rooting her pedagogy in her initial goals of fostering student-to-student
interaction through engaging lessons helped to improve student behavior.
Isabel also continued to find a strong support system in her colleagues. Suzanne
was a helpful resource for curricular guidance; Dr. Caldwell, Dana, and the other teachers
new to Novelty helped with behavior management; and Robyn supported Isabel however
she could. Little by little Isabel was establishing her identity as a seventh grade math
teacher and her place among her colleagues as someone who valued support and who also
had meaningful contributions to make to the curriculum as well as someone who decided
to prioritize incorporating activities into her lessons.
In the winter, Isabel began to speak openly about changes she was planning to
make for the following year, like making sure to follow through on behavioral
consequences right from the start and revamping some of her lessons from earlier in the
year to make them more interactive. Just as Robyn had hoped, Isabel seemed to plan to
stay in teaching at least for the short term.
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Part IV: Spring
For Isabel, the spring marked a time of increased confidence with management,
curriculum, and pedagogy and a clearer vision of how to use her pedagogy to engage her
students in productive ways. Robyn and Isabel still met regularly to check in about daily
lessons and to discuss what they wanted to do differently for the following school year.
However, Isabel’s determination to make lessons more engaging by steering away from
direct instruction and toward incorporating projects and activities resulted in Isabel
diverging from Robyn’s lesson structure. The spring also brought an increased sense of
familiarity with the space of the school beyond the first floor as Isabel interacted with
more of her colleagues and felt more curricular freedom after the state assessment.
Feeling better about her instruction and her classroom management allowed Isabel to
enjoy teaching more in the spring, and she finished out the year certain she wanted to
return to Novelty in the fall.
Relationships with Colleagues
Robyn, Suzanne, and the seventh grade math team.
Robyn. On our second walking tour, as we passed Robyn’s classroom, Isabel
shared that the two colleagues hadn’t been planning as much together. As if she was
nervous Robyn might overhear, Isabel explained that “some of her stuff is a little too
teacher-centered, and I don’t really like that.” Isabel still used Robyn’s lessons as a guide,
but “instead of doing a worksheet, I’ll look for an activity.” She had been feeling this way
about Robyn’s lessons from the beginning of the year, but had not had much time to alter
them. Now, with the state test over and her first year of graduate school behind her, she
had more time and more curricular freedom to incorporate projects and activities into her
lessons. Furthermore, with evidence that her students were more responsive to an
interactive approach to pedagogy, Isabel felt increasingly sure in developing her studentcenteredness. Although she still went to Robyn’s classroom often, for example, to reflect

179

on changes they wanted to make for the following year, she began to need Robyn less,
taking a firmer hold on her own instruction.
Suzanne. On Isabel’s second walking tour in May, she shared that she came to
Suzanne’s room “fairly often ... sometimes I ask questions or she gives me resources.
Sometimes she just makes copies of stuff. I don’t even ask for it.” For example, when
Isabel started teaching transformations, Suzanne had just finished, so Isabel asked
“specific questions like how she did it or how she showed them different reflections or
rotations and dilations.” Suzanne walked Isabel through one approach she had tried with
the students that she found too difficult for them and suggested another approach that she
thought was more effective. Isabel heeded her advice when introducing this topic in her
classroom.
Although, by the spring, Isabel had decided that Suzanne was not a spy for
Dr. Caldwell (another colleague pointed out that Suzanne and Dr. Caldwell were not that
close), Suzanne still sometimes made comments implying that her math knowledge was
superior to that of her novice colleagues. Isabel had gotten better at ignoring these
comments, but moments like these caused Isabel’s feelings about Suzanne to remain
mixed. Unbeknownst to Isabel, however, Suzanne’s perception of her was
overwhelmingly positive. In a brief conversation after a common planning meeting,
Suzanne privately shared her feeling that I was lucky to have Isabel as a participant
because she was such a “naturally gifted teacher.” In fact, in an interview with Suzanne
shortly thereafter, she went on to express that Isabel’s:
positive attitude is gonna go a long way ... a lot of new teachers come in and
you try to share your expertise with them, try to give them ideas and hints
and things like that. I feel like Isabel really listens; she really tries to
implement the advice that she gets.
Suzanne believed that listening to more experienced teachers was key if novices were
going to “make it in the long haul.” Suzanne had seen lots of new teachers over the years,
and, for the most part, they clung too closely to each other. She strongly believed that

180

new teachers should get “real help” from people with experience, and Isabel did this
often.
Suzanne also thought Isabel was versatile in the classroom because of how well she
“really knew and loved her subject area.” She was also “smart enough, if she doesn’t
know the answer” to a question a student asked “to say, ‘I don’t know. I’ll figure it out
and let you know.’ She’s not trying to pull one over on them. Because kids see that
immediately. They have very good instincts, you know?”
Based on Isabel’s inconsistent feelings toward Suzanne, it is reasonable to assume
that she was unaware just how positively Suzanne viewed her as a teacher. Perhaps had
Suzanne been more open and direct about these feelings, Isabel would have felt more
confident in her teaching, more comfortable to speak her mind in common planning
meetings, and more secure in her relationship with Suzanne. Regardless, Suzanne clearly
thought Isabel was having a successful first year. She thought she was smart, knew her
math, and really listened when people gave her advice, and, like Robyn, she hoped Isabel
would remain in teaching for years to come.
Working as a team. It was the first year that the seventh grade math team was
choosing their own review book for the state exam, which was no small task, and
Suzanne had taken the time to scout out some contenders. At a team meeting in the
spring, Suzanne excitedly announced that she had found a good option and suggested
playfully that they all “go gang up on Dr. Caldwell” to get more copies. In Dr. Caldwell’s
office, they obtained more copies of the book as well as of a sixth grade book that they
thought they might be able to use as a diagnostic for the incoming seventh graders.
Back in Suzanne’s classroom, Robyn and Suzanne engaged in a discussion about
the pros and cons of a diagnostic. Robyn wondered if the purpose was to see what they
remembered from sixth grade or to see what they knew coming into seventh grade.
Suzanne strongly advocated the latter, but Robyn wasn’t sure that giving the diagnostic in
September actually informed her instruction or helped her meet her students’ needs. She
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gave it again halfway through the year, and, yes, most students improved, but she did not
think this had anything to do with changes she had made to her instruction given their
performance on the assessment in the fall. Robyn seemed to want to make sure that, if she
was making her students take a test, it was for a good reason. In response, Suzanne
shared her thought that perhaps it would be useful to have data at the end of sixth grade in
addition to the beginning of seventh. This way, the sixth and seventh grade teachers could
distinguish between the skills students were not mastering in sixth grade versus the skills
they were losing over the summer.
Isabel mostly stayed quiet during the discussion, listening closely as her more
experienced colleagues modeled critical reflection as to the purpose of this diagnostic.
Sharing their thoughts out loud helped Robyn and Suzanne come up with a thoughtful
and meaningful idea to implement moving forward—an idea that they likely would not
have developed individually.
As the conversation shifted to the state test review book, Isabel began to chime in,
voicing her opinion that the book contained appropriately challenging questions that
would help prepare the students for the assessment. Suzanne and Robyn agreed, and the
three colleagues excitedly went back to Dr. Caldwell’s office to request copies for the
whole seventh grade.
Maria and the co-teaching experience. From working with Maria, Isabel learned
that being assigned a co-teacher did not necessarily mean that two people would be
taking equal responsibility for planning, teaching, or student learning. A spring interview
with Maria clarified some of the reasoning as to why she and Isabel did not plan together
more face-to-face. As someone who predominantly taught sixth grade, Maria explained
that she communicated frequently with the other sixth grade math teachers, but “not with
Isabel because I’m never on the first floor other than her class.” Maria’s desk being on
the third floor resulted in very few happenstance interactions between the two colleagues.
Spillane et al. (2017) define a teacher’s functional zone as “the path traveled frequently
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during the course of the workday” (p. 102). The more overlap in teachers’ functional
zones, the more likely they are found to develop work-related ties. Contrastingly, when
these zones do not overlap, as was the case for Isabel and Maria, the “cost” of interacting
is much higher, making it less likely to occur.
Maria clearly identified more strongly as a sixth grade teacher, referring to the
seventh grade co-taught class as “her” class (i.e., Isabel’s class) rather than “our” class.
As she explained that Isabel texted her all the time to keep her informed about the lessons
and that they had a shared Google drive that Maria would “kinda look at,” Maria’s tone
implied that co-teaching Isabel’s class was somewhat of a chore, a sense that Isabel was
definitely able to feel. Overall, Maria thought that Isabel was “a great teacher. She knows
her content, she relays it very well.” As such, she seemed content to let Isabel take the
lead both with planning and teaching.
Relationships with Classroom Management, Curriculum, and Pedagogy
Classroom management. After texting Isabel to confirm a spring visit to one of
her non-co-taught classes, she responded with, “Sounds good they are crazy last period
lol.” Throughout the year, Isabel often used the word “crazy” to describe the students, but
the “lol” at the end seemed to imply that she had come to a point where she was not
anxious about handling them.
As class began, Isabel quietly announced, “Voices off in 5-4-3-2-1-0.” Most of the
students had stopped talking by zero. She calmly gave a strike to a student who was still
talking and firmly gave one other student a personal invitation to quiet down. Throughout
this first minute of class, Isabel was calm and appeared almost relaxed, which had not
been the case during the start of the class period earlier in the year.
Later in the period, the volume of the room was at a medium hum as the students
worked. Suddenly, one student started singing a song. Isabel walked over to his desk and,
in a whisper, asked him to please quiet down. He promptly obliged. When a different
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student asked to go to the bathroom after his second strike, Isabel quietly agreed in an
encouraging tone that it was a good idea for him to take a break.
Isabel had been making use of her colleagues’ suggestions related to behavior
management, and it was paying off. In the fall, she probably would have loudly called out
the singing student out in front of the class, making even more of a spectacle of the
student’s actions, whereas in the spring she quietly walked over to the student’s desk to
minimize the rest of the class from noticing their interaction. Similarly, rather than
getting flustered by a student asking to go to the bathroom when they already had two
strikes as she likely would have in the fall, she commended him for his decision to briefly
remove himself from the space of the classroom. Over the course of the year, Isabel had
shifted her perspective of her students’ behavior. She began to understand their outbursts
as not necessarily within their control and realized that the ways in which she responded
to their words and actions could drastically affect their behavior moving forward.
Management and pedagogy intertwined: An April visit to Isabel’s class. As she
had begun to do in the winter, Isabel spent the spring experimenting with a more activitybased approach to pedagogy, which yielded the positive effects of feeling like her
instruction was more aligned with her values as well as mitigating negative student
behavior.
After texting to warn that the students would be crazy last period, Isabel texted
again to add, “I’m happy for the lesson you are gonna see.... I think it’s good.... It’s on
volume of a cylinder and they watch a video and try to decide which one has more soda.”
These words expressed excitement, implying that she felt good about creating (and
showing off) a lesson that incorporated an activity.
The lesson started off with a “do now” that asked the students to find the area of a
coin and the volume of a stack of coins given the diameter of each coin, the height of
each coin, and the number of coins. Prior to this lesson, the students had already learned
that, to find the volume of a prism, they could multiply the area of the base by the height.

184

Rather than telling her students the formula for calculating the volume of a cylinder, this
scaffolded “do now” guided them in deducing the formula on their own. Students were
making important connections as a result of a thoughtful series of lessons and problems.
This seemed to be what Isabel wanted her students to be doing all year long—connecting
material from one lesson to another without her explicitly telling them what to do.
Next, Isabel showed the video. The students excitedly guessed which soda can held
more liquid, and then she called on two students to explain how to confirm their guesses
with mathematical calculations. Isabel gave the students the time and space they needed
to explain their work step-by-step, seeming less nervous about losing control of their
behavior. She even spent a few minutes after the video activity entertaining the kids’
requests to click on a few other videos suggested by YouTube. She was learning that she
could relinquish some of her control over the students while still feeling productive and
even having fun.
At times, Isabel still seemed anxious she would lose the rest of the class if she took
too much time addressing one student, resulting in some explanations that were lacking
and rushed. For example, as the class reviewed the “do now,” one student asked, “Why
does volume of a cylinder only account for one circle’s area and not two?” Isabel
responded, “Because the formulas for volume and surface area are a little different.”
After structuring the “do now” such that students would figure out the formula for
volume of a cylinder on their own, it was somewhat surprising that Isabel answered in
this way, providing no insight as to why the formulas differed nor guidance as to how the
student might reason through this distinction on their own.
Despite these moments, it seemed like Isabel was slowly but surely winning the
battle between the teacher she felt she had to be—focusing on procedural fluency and
cutting students off as they shared their ideas to manage their behavior—and the teacher
she wanted to be—having students make connections on their own and giving more space
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to student voices. And, as it was turning out, this latter type of teacher actually had more
control over behavior rather than less.
Interactions with Students
In the spring, anxiety about losing control of the students’ behavior was still a
concern for Isabel, but much less so than in the fall and winter. There were still moments
when she snapped at her students in a flustered moment during class, but, overall, her
interactions with her students became much more positive. She seemed to genuinely like
them as people more than she had earlier in the year, and this resulted in an increasing
number of pleasant exchanges between them.
For example, one day, when the white board got really messy, a student went out of
his way to clean the board with wipes after class. Isabel gave him a heartfelt thank you,
and it seemed like she and this student had formed a nice relationship. In another class, a
student asked Isabel why she only checked that they had done part of their homework
rather than all of it when she walked around the room. Isabel explained that if they did
the first few pages she believed them that they did it all—a response that indicated trust.
And when working through challenging examples during class, Isabel would genuinely
encourage the students, if they had questions, to “please ask.... I know it’s a lot of steps,”
rather than discouraging them from speaking up as she had often done in the fall.
Interacting more positively with her students allowed Isabel to enjoy the work of
teaching more toward the end of the school year as compared to the fall and winter. She
had gone into the school year wanting to form relationships with the kids and planning to
give them the benefit of the doubt, but when their behavior posed a challenge, so did her
plan. As Isabel modified her pedagogical approach and the students’ behavior improved,
she began to interact with the students in a more positive and friendly way, helping her to
be the type of teacher she had initially set out to be.

186
Navigating Space at Novelty
Isabel’s classroom. In the spring, Isabel still liked her classroom a lot. She liked
that it was far from the main office so Dr. Caldwell could not overhear what went on
inside, she still appreciated having desks as opposed to tables, and she was proud of how
organized she had kept it all year long. However, Isabel also explained, “Well, the one
thing I don’t like is there’s no teacher’s closet.... So for the summer, I can’t leave
anything in the closets and so now I have to put it in different rooms that are gonna be
locked.” Her desk still did not lock, so she couldn’t put anything in there either.
After almost a whole year of teaching, Isabel was ready to take increasing
ownership of her space. At her end-of-year meeting with Dr. Caldwell in mid-May, Isabel
was invited to return for the fall, and she decided to take some action. She requested a
new desk that locked and new file cabinets for the following year. Dr. Caldwell asked if
she had a place to hang her coat because she used to teach in that room herself and
remembered that there had been no place for this. Isabel confirmed that such a place did
not exist, so Dr. Caldwell said she was going to try to get her a teacher closet as well. She
was eager to start out her second year feeling like her classroom met all of her needs,
allowing her to feel as if the space was her own.
Isabel’s second walking tour. In October, Isabel’s first walking tour of the school
lasted under ten minutes, and she wore her school bag on her shoulder the whole time.
Her walking tour in May lasted over 20 minutes, as she had a lot more information to
share about the spaces around the building. Shared students, especially students with
behavioral or learning needs, were a common reason for Isabel to interact with the other
seventh grade teachers. The fact that almost all of the seventh grade teachers had their
classrooms on the first floor right near Isabel’s aided in facilitating the ease and
frequency of these interactions. As we walked around the first floor, she pointed at many
teachers’ classrooms, sharing why she would interact with that teacher (e.g., to talk about
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their students with IEPs, to come up with new strategies to handle David’s behavior, to
touch base about certain students’ grades).
Also on the first floor was the copy room. Isabel noted that she had been spending
less time in the copy room recently, explaining, “I just do my copies all at once if I have
the lessons done. Then I spend like 30 minutes in there one day and then I don’t have to
go for a week or so.” This comment was additional evidence of a shift in planning and
pedagogy. Toward the end of the year, Isabel was able to get most of her planning done
for the upcoming week on Fridays rather than planning day-to-day. As she became
clearer around the types of lessons she wanted to implement with her students, she began
planning more efficiently. Also, preparing for the state test (each student had their own
copy of a test preparation book) and doing more projects required fewer copies.
Although Isabel did not spend much time on the second (i.e., eighth grade) or third
(i.e., sixth grade) floors, she was able to identify almost every teacher’s classroom, which
had not been the case in the fall. She knew what subject nearly every teacher taught and
often had a brief anecdote to share, like about the teacher who always gave her the key to
the third floor computer lab when it was locked or the union representative’s room where
“I come ... if we have to vote on stuff.” As the year progressed, Isabel had reasons to
enter more spaces throughout the school, allowing her to feel familiar with the majority
of the building.
One reason for Isabel to visit the second and third floors was the computer labs
(there was one on each floor), which she had recently been visiting more frequently. She
explained that, since the state test:
I feel like I have more opportunities to do other things and the kids like
going to the computer room.... I had to research a little bit, and then I found
some math games that they play and then they like to play Kahoot, so I’m
like “Okay fine, we can play Kahoot.”
Feeling less pressure to cover particular topics by a specific deadline enabled Isabel to
allow the students to have a larger influence over her lessons.
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Throughout the tour, Isabel repeatedly demonstrated detailed knowledge of matters
that did not directly concern her. For example, she knew that the seventh grade selfcontained math teacher only taught in her homeroom five periods a week and taught the
rest of her classes in another, larger room. She also casually mentioned that one of the
seventh grade humanities teachers would be putting an extra teacher desk in his
classroom for the following year to accommodate his co-teacher, who had not had a
home base. As compared to the fall, Isabel had much more intimate knowledge about life
at Novelty, even about certain aspects that were not directly related to her position as a
seventh grade math teacher.
Summary
The spring marked a time of growth for Isabel in several facets of her first-year
experience. Her relationship with Suzanne was improving, in part because Isabel was not
letting her negative comments bother her as much and because she consistently found her
to be a helpful resource when it came to math curriculum and instruction. She still
interacted regularly with Robyn, engaging in discussions around what to teach and how
to teach it, but she had also started to deviate from Robyn’s lessons. Pedagogically, Isabel
had started to incorporate more projects and activities, especially after the state test was
over, which positively impacted the students’ behavior and made Isabel feel better about
her teaching. Isabel was also starting to multitask more effectively, particularly in the
first ten minutes of the class period, helping her react more calmly to student
misbehavior. All of these factors worked together to help Isabel end her first year feeling
more relaxed and happier than she had been in the fall.
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Part V: Looking Back
Reflecting on the year, Isabel explained that:
In the beginning, I felt very overwhelmed and I was like, “I don’t know
if this is a job I could do for my whole life,” ‘cause I wasn’t used to how the
kids were, but as time went on, I felt more comfortable and better about what
I was doing. So I feel like it takes time for you to get more confident in it
and now I feel fine for next year.
She had always felt strong with the content, even though she made mistakes with it
sometimes. It was classroom management that caused her to feel nervous and stressed.
During student teaching, the students were very well-behaved, and the cooperating
teacher was always in the room, “so I wasn’t expecting as much for the students to, I
guess, tend to misbehave or be like super chatty or not listen to instructions.” She did
admit, however, that she “probably should have [expected it] considering it’s middle
school.”
With a year of teaching under her belt, Isabel was gaining confidence regarding
changes to classroom management. She explained that “I kind of know what to do
differently and what will help me for next year, and even like strategies I used throughout
the year to help me.” These strategies included, for example, quietly counting down from
five to get the students’ attention and following through with giving out strikes if they
were still talking when she got to zero. Next year, she wanted to:
be more consistent right away, like if I tell them I’m going to give them extra
homework, I really give it.... I’m gonna, like not really be a pushover. So if
they do something wrong, email the parent, stuff like that. I feel like I wasn’t
consistent with the punishment of the behaviors in that sense.
Despite some continued difficulties, Isabel felt like her classroom management had
gotten better with two out of the three classes, sharing her perspective that “it’s not
amazing, but it’s better than what it was.” She used to yell more and, as time went on, she
realized that that was “not the best approach because the kids don’t react well to it.”
Being calmer helped with behavior a lot in her non-co-taught classes. However, she was
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still frustrated by the behavior of the students in her co-taught section, which had been
particularly difficult to manage “since I had different co-teachers and stuff like that.”
Through no fault of her own, she started and ended the year with two different
co-teachers, neither of whom was certified to teach special education. Recently, she had
begun trying to use a calmer approach in her co-taught class as well, but Maria left in
May and her new co-teacher yelled a lot. These inconsistencies made it difficult to follow
through on new approaches to management.
Aside from the challenges posed by behavior, the year had gone more or less how
Isabel had expected. Initially, she found it difficult to manage teaching and graduate
school. She was “very overwhelmed and stressed a lot, but as time went on, I felt better.”
She learned that she was the type of person who didn’t want to “go home and plan ...
after I’m done with work ... so I did most of it on the weekend, and then on Fridays I
have a bunch of preps.” Recently, she had been able to get lots of planning done during
her free periods on Fridays because teaching lessons that were more project-based
required less day-to-day planning.
In talking about the adult community at Novelty, Isabel appreciated the principal’s
approach to leadership. She found administration to be supportive and, in terms of
dealing with behavior, “whatever the teacher says, they basically agree with.” In addition,
administration “doesn’t really bother you that much ... they don’t have an issue with me,”
and she thought that was the “number one thing about being in a school.” Dr. Caldwell
largely made Isabel feel competent and trusted, which was very important to her.
Isabel also liked many of her colleagues as people and considered this to be another
important factor in enjoying teaching. She felt like she had formed “relationships with a
lot of the teachers. They’re helpful in knowing other students that you teach if you teach
the same students and also in lesson planning.” All year long she received unsolicited
guidance from several of her colleagues and, whenever she sought guidance from them—
something she did often—they were ready and willing to help.
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In editing her relational map from the fall, Isabel completely erased Maria. Her
tone was bitter as she explained:
She never planned with me, she never modified stuff—only for a test or
once in a while she gave them different homework. So I feel like I
understand she doesn’t know the math, but you didn’t even try to ask
questions or learn it or even in the lesson she never spoke.
Maria did help a little bit with classroom management and calling parents, but, overall,
Isabel sounded like she resented having her as a co-teacher and gained very little from
working with her.
Contrastingly, Isabel knew she would be working with Robyn again in her second
year, and they were both happy about that. The two colleagues had already been engaging
in deep discussions about what they wanted to do differently next year, reflecting on
questions like, “Do the students need guided notes?” and “Are textbooks really helpful?”
Another colleague gave Isabel the idea of using a website to post electronic resources
instead of using a textbook. She thought this plan could be helpful for parents and
envisioned the seventh grade math teachers sharing the work of finding resources to post.
By the end of the year, Isabel still spoke with Robyn daily, but they did not plan
together as much as they had in the fall and winter. Come the spring, she continued to use
Robyn’s materials but less explicitly. She would look at Robyn’s lessons for ideas and
would then “do it a little differently,” choosing to incorporate an activity or project rather
than having the students listen to her for 50 minutes or do a worksheet. She had learned
over time that less direct instruction was better, explaining:
I know my students at this point. If I want to try to teach a lesson for the
whole period, I’m just going to get aggravated. They’re going to be not even
listening and probably talking. So I don’t even want to put myself in that
position, so once we finished all the content we had to do, we’ve been doing
different projects, going to the computer room ... because I know my
students cannot sit through a 45-minute lesson without me being upset with
their behavior, so I didn’t even wanna do that to myself at this point of year.
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Isabel had taken the time to get to know her students’ learning styles and put in a great
deal of effort to reach them as best she could. As a result, she thought she had become
“fairly good at incorporating different technology or using different activities” to make
her lessons “somewhat student centered ... after they learned a concept, maybe do some
sort of activity to apply it.”
In terms of Isabel’s relationships with students, she believed that some of them
may have felt more comfortable with her as compared to their other teachers since she
was closer to their age. She could tell this was the case because of how they interacted
around her and what they told her, sharing personal information during lunchtime
conversations. Also, one of them had recently gifted her a sweatshirt that had been the
giveaway from his bar mitzvah. In looking back on the school year, she felt the
relationships she had developed with her students were “healthy, positive, good
relationships.”
What surprised Isabel most about teaching was how much time one could spend
improving lessons—“there was always something you could do” to make the lessons
better—and all year long she was trying to do just that. She expected this to an extent but
hadn’t realized “how much it could consume time, because I know people in their second
or third year here and they’re still changing lessons completely, so I don’t know if I’ll do
that.” This would likely be the case for Isabel, at least in her second year, since she strove
to incorporate more projects and activities into her lessons than she had in the fall.
After a full year of teaching, Isabel planned to stay at Novelty for at least the
foreseeable future. Overall, the year had its “ups and downs,” but she thought there was
“definitely more positive than negative,” a description she likely would not have given in
the fall or winter. Her practices as an educator had evolved a great deal, which allowed
her to enjoy teaching much more as the year progressed, and she was excited to keep
working with the majority of her colleagues in her second year.
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Chapter VI
STEPHANIE

Introduction
Chapter VI describes, interprets, and analyzes Stephanie’s first-year experience as
an eighth grade math teacher. This profile highlights her teaching priorities—bonding
with her students, teaching the content on the state exam, and having fun—and attempts
to understand how these priorities permeated and, in some senses, dictated, her
relationships with curriculum and pedagogy, with her colleagues, with her students, and
with spaces at Novelty Middle School. Furthermore, this chapter examines how these
priorities influenced her establishment in the school community, her identity as an eighth
grade (math) teacher, and her conception of what it meant to teach.

Stephanie’s Path to Novelty Middle School
Stephanie grew up with her mom, dad, and two siblings in a suburban
neighborhood about 30 miles from Novelty Middle School. A recent graduate in her early
20s, she had a light, almost whimsical, perspective on the world, never seeming stressed
or anxious. Her mother—who was in the room for our first interview—described her as
“level headed ... smart” and “calm as anything.”
Throughout Stephanie’s whole life, she “always liked math, ‘cause math is fun,”
and she seemed to make her life choices based on how enjoyable they would be. For
example, at a summer program where she had worked as a counselor for the prior six
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summers, she recalled bonding with one of her campers over how much fun geometry is.
Her enthusiastic tone as she spoke about the summer program showed how much she
liked working there, and her eyes lit up as she described the specific group of girls she
had chosen to work with for two consecutive summers.
As a high school student at the local public school, Stephanie “had one friend who
wasn’t as great at math, and I was always on the phone with her and helping her with the
problems she was doing.” Helping this friend encouraged Stephanie to tutor students in
math, and she “really liked it, so I knew I wanted to be a teacher when I started college.”
The decision to teach seemed to be an easy one for Stephanie. In her time as an
undergraduate, she majored in math and minored in education and theater, graduating in
May of 2016 certified to teach secondary mathematics.
As an undergraduate, Stephanie completed a student teaching requirement. She
described her experience as a student teacher in an eighth grade classroom as “fun and
very helpful.” Her cooperating teacher was “awesome” and “let me do whatever I want
basically,” implying a somewhat independent student teaching experience rather than a
collaborative one involving guidance and mentoring. She seemed to appreciate being left
to make decisions on her own. Most days, Stephanie explained, “I would come in and just
be like, ‘I’m gonna do this today’ ... I didn’t really plan things ‘cause I don’t like lesson
planning,” chuckling as she added, “so that’s good.” She typically had a sense of what
she wanted to cover with the students along with a few pre-written examples related to
the topic, and then she would fill the remainder of the class period with problems that she
would create on-the-spot based on the students’ progress.
Stephanie described herself as very sarcastic, and her use of “so that’s good” in the
context of lesson planning seemed to be a testament to this aspect of her personality. It
sounded like she believed she should plan more detailed lessons in advance of teaching
them, but had decided not to operate that way because she felt satisfied with her
approach.
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After working for the Disney World College Program (a selective, paid internship
program that placed college-aged students at various retail stores throughout the park) in
the fall of 2016, Stephanie began a one-year MEd program enabling her to teach in the
state where she grew up. Graduating in December presented a gap between graduate
school and the following school year during which time she secured a job working as a
teaching assistant at a local high school for the spring of 2017. As a TA, she spent time in
a variety of algebra and geometry classes. She described her experience as “really fun”
and as having “definitely influenced my teaching,” since she would watch the teachers
every day. The geometry teachers, for example, gave out a daily packet to their students
with “the new topic ... practice questions and then homework.” It was “super
straightforward” and like a “well-oiled machine.” Her characterization of this experience
as “fun” and as having been formative, along with her positive, animated tone and
manner as she spoke about it, created the impression that, for Stephanie,
“straightforward” was a term of praise for teaching and a standard to which she aspired.
The job search was relatively quick for Stephanie. She emailed several schools in
towns near where she grew up and also created a profile on the online application system
for teaching positions in the city about a one-hour commute from her hometown. Novelty
Middle School—where Stephanie had already considered working because it was a good
school according to several online ratings and because her cousin was a student there—
had a position posted on the city’s website, and she gladly applied. Shortly thereafter, the
principal emailed her to come in for an interview and demonstration lesson.
For Stephanie’s demonstration lesson, Dr. Caldwell told her she would be teaching
eighth grade algebra, but found out as she entered the building that she would be teaching
a seventh grade class instead. Upon watching the students as they began the “do now” in
the first few minutes of the class, she confirmed that the lesson was too advanced for
them. In response, Stephanie altered her lesson on the spot, enabling the students to
explore the concepts in a more approachable way. The students—who she described as
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really smart—were able to solve the problems she gave them, just with different methods
than she had intended. She was “really surprised how well the students picked up on stuff
they didn’t know yet” and how engaged they were in the lesson. At the end of the class,
Stephanie remembered “collecting the paper and they didn’t want to hand it in ‘cause
they wanted to do more.” It was evident from her tone how much she enjoyed teaching
this lesson and how enthusiastic she was about interacting with a group of students who
were excited about math.
According to an experienced math teacher at Novelty who observed Stephanie’s
demonstration lesson, Stephanie was:
expecting to teach an eighth grade class and the eighth graders were on the
eighth grade trip or something ... she ended up having to teach a seventh
grade class ... she came in five minutes [before] and asked me, “What do
they know? What don’t they know? This is the lesson. Is it appropriate?”
And in five minutes she switched up that lesson and it was a great lesson....
She kept the kids engaged, and it was like, “Okay, cool!” That’s a keeper!
This teacher was impressed with Stephanie’s content knowledge and her ability to make
last-minute changes to the lesson in a way that still appropriately engaged the class.
Shortly after her visit, the principal called Stephanie to offer her a position teaching
eighth grade math at Novelty. About a month before school started, however, she told
Stephanie that she would actually be teaching seventh grade. Then, when Stephanie came
to the school to set up her classroom a few days before the students’ arrival, “they were
like ‘Oh you have eighth grade’ and I was like ‘Yes!’” Given that some teachers spend
time over the summer preparing lessons and curriculum, this change had the potential to
throw any teacher, and especially a new teacher, off balance. Yet Stephanie did not seem
bothered by the last-minute switch. She had not spent her summer preparing curriculum,
planning to tackle this with her colleagues in the days leading up to the students’ arrival,
and was happy about the change. Plus, she preferred the material in eighth grade math
because it was “slightly harder stuff.” She appreciated mathematics as a discipline and
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was excited to be teaching eighth grade at Novelty for her first full-time teaching
experience.
In our first interview, a few days before the students began their school year,
Stephanie shared her goals for the year. First, relationships with students were very
important to her. She believed the most important part of being a teacher was “making
the students as passionate about math as I am,” which she planned to do by “being
excited when I’m teaching something” and by bonding with them about how fun certain
topics are. She really wanted them to “enjoy math, ‘cause I love math,” Second, she
wanted the students in her two algebra sections “to do well on the algebra state exam so it
reflects back well on me.” This aim of wanting her students to perform well on the state
exam guided Stephanie’s curriculum and pedagogy throughout the school year. She
seemed to believe that, if her students did well on the exam, their performance would
indicate that they learned what they were supposed to learn and it would make her look
good. As a public school teacher, Stephanie knew she would be evaluated, in part, based
on her students’ performance on this exam, so it made sense that teaching to this test
would influence her practice.

Stephanie’s Scope of Work
At new teacher orientation the week before the students’ first day, Stephanie let out
a lighthearted laugh as she introduced herself to Dana and the other new teachers.
Throughout the meeting she looked relaxed, quietly leaning back in her chair with a
pensive—but not stressfully pensive—expression on her face.
During orientation, Stephanie learned that she would be teaching two sections of
eighth grade algebra and co-teaching one section of an eighth grade math class. At the
end of the year, the algebra class would be taking a ninth grade algebra state exam (it was
common in her state for eighth graders to go this route), and the co-taught section would
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be taking an eighth grade state exam (as these students were deemed not quite ready for a
full algebra course). Each section had approximately 30 students and met six times per
week. Stephanie would also be supervising lunch duty three times per week, and she
would not have a homeroom, which she thought was bad because she had heard from two
second-year teachers that “you’re really close with your homeroom class.” Stephanie
wanted her classroom to be more than just a space where her students learned math.
Fortunately for her, this decision was changed a few days later, and she did, in fact, have
a homeroom.
Stephanie also learned at orientation that she was expected to attend four weekly
meetings: one for new teachers, one with her grade-level planning team, one with her
co-teacher, and one with the whole faculty for professional development. Although she
was inclined to think having professional development meetings for the whole faculty
every week was a lot, she also thought that “maybe if there are helpful things ... it’ll be
great.” She recalled a useful professional development experience during student
teaching where someone spoke about how students spent hours playing games like Angry
Birds but didn’t always try on tests. The theory was that video games gave them the
chance to play the levels over and over again to improve their performance. As a result,
during student teaching, Stephanie offered retakes for the tests where she would “change
a few questions, and they could retake just the questions they got wrong and get like 75%
of their points back if they did it correctly.” This decision seemed to speak to an openminded, action-oriented, and flexible attitude toward learning and, perhaps, a desire to
foster a growth mindset in her students.
Within the first month of the school year, several of Stephanie’s responsibilities
changed. In the students’ second week of classes, she learned that, in addition to her three
main math sections, she would be teaching one section of math skills. This course met
once per week as supplementary instruction for students who struggled with math. She
was also told via email by Dr. Caldwell that she would be teaching one section of seventh
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grade health, which also met once per week. With weekly new teacher meetings, Novelty
devoted time and thought into an induction program for new faculty, but these lastminute assignments—both of which were unexpected and one of which was outside of
Stephanie’s certification subject area—would have been disruptive for most new
teachers. As Feiman-Nemser (2001) observes: “even the best induction programs cannot
compensate for giving beginning teachers the most difficult classes or for assigning them
to teach subjects for which they have little or no preparation” (p. 1033).
As Stephanie spoke about teaching health during a new teacher meeting, she
sounded slightly annoyed to have found out about this responsibility via email and on the
day before the class would have its first meeting. Dana promptly shared a Google Drive
folder filled with detailed lessons for the course, for which Stephanie was very grateful.
Once Stephanie had access to this resource, she did not seem worried about the lastminute responsibility of teaching a subject outside of mathematics. In general, she did not
easily become anxious or stressed, typically going with the flow of whatever came her
way.
In mid-October, Stephanie discovered that teachers who had homerooms were not
supposed to have lunch duty. All three lunch duties were promptly removed from her
schedule, and, instead, she was assigned one duty in the detention room. In a brief
conversation before a visit to one of her algebra classes, Stephanie explained that she was
happy not to have lunch duty because being free that period allowed her to hold detention
in her classroom during lunch instead of in the detention room, which she viewed as “a
little too formal for my purposes.” By “my purposes” Stephanie appeared to be referring
to her approach to behavior management. She seemed to want to be able to address
behavior issues within the space of her classroom, allowing her to use this as an
opportunity to bond with her students rather than having to send them outside of her
classroom. Sending students to the detention room also inevitably involved other
members of the school community (e.g., whoever was supervising in the detention room,
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whoever was privy to the list of students who were sent there, etc.), whereas Stephanie
preferred to deal with any issues on her own.
Starting out the school year, Stephanie was eager to “be in the flow of things,” to
know the students, know exactly what she was teaching, and just to be “in the groove.”
The changes to her teaching load, including some unexpected responsibilities, may have
caused her to take a little more time than she had anticipated to get into a routine.
However, she seemed to take all of these changes in stride, coming to work every day
with a relaxed and enthusiastic attitude. In addition to her load at Novelty, she was also
tutoring two students outside of school and running a small side business personalizing
wristbands for the Disney theme parks. As she began her first year, a notoriously stressful
and challenging time for many teachers, Stephanie appeared matter-of-factly calm about
and confident in her ability to manage many different responsibilities.

Relationships with Students
Before starting at Novelty Middle School, Stephanie had had a variety of
experiences working with students as both a tutor and a camp counselor. She hoped the
kids at Novelty would respond well to her sarcasm, as her tutees and campers had in the
past, but in general, she didn’t “usually worry about my rapport with the students ‘cause I
feel like that’s something ... I do naturally.” She had worked with kids for many
summers, albeit on “more of a friend basis than a teacher basis,” and “all the kids that I
student taught with always liked me.”
From the very beginning of the school year, Stephanie was invested in forming
relationships with her students and getting to know them on an individual level. This
priority manifested itself in a variety of ways. For example, at lunch duty the third week
of school, the assistant principal forgot the class list of the homeroom that was on
cafeteria cleaning duty. She was about to get a copy from the main office when Stephanie
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said there was no need. She taught this class of students and was able to create the whole
class list, including first and last names, directly from memory. After the students cleaned
the cafeteria, Stephanie was supervising recess and she noted that a few students were
playing basketball at a different hoop from where they normally played. These actions
showed that she paid close attention to individual students and their behaviors.
Later that same day, during Stephanie’s free period, a student in Stephanie’s
homeroom came into her room to retrieve his belongings and to tell her he was leaving
for the day. He had also missed math class that morning due to a trip to visit a potential
high school. Stephanie asked if he had done the homework. He hadn’t and asked if he
could bring it in the next day for partial credit. She replied in a friendly tone, “maybe you
have till tomorrow” since he had been absent that day. While he organized his backpack,
Stephanie asked questions about the trip to the high school and what he thought about it.
She was genuinely interested in his experience, and he took her questions seriously. They
appeared to be forming a positive relationship just a few weeks into the year.
Overall, the students seemed to enjoy being in the space of Stephanie’s classroom.
After a free period in October, for example, she walked into her room to a group of
students already there, one of whom excitedly yelled, “Math time!” A few weeks later, a
student walked into Stephanie’s extra help session one morning and shouted, “We have
double math today! Woohoo!” and a few other students cheered in response. Just before
winter break, she told the students they could have a lunch party in her room, and many
of them excitedly awaited her arrival at the start of their lunch period. She seemed to
have created a space where some of her students felt comfortable, welcome, and carefree.
Later in the school year, Stephanie’s room continued to be a space where students
seemed to enjoy spending time even outside of math class. A few minutes before an April
visit to one of Stephanie’s classes, about 25 students were hanging out in her room during
their lunch period. Some were sitting at desks chatting and drawing, some were sitting on
the floor wedged between desks and closet doors, a few boys in the back of the room
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were doing pushups and other physical activities, and Stephanie was wearing a Lakers
jersey over a long sleeve t-shirt for sports day. At one point, a student walked in and
shouted to no one in particular, “It’s hot in here,” and used one of the long poles to open
the window from the top without asking Stephanie’s permission. The space felt
comfortable, and you could tell the kids were in a lunch routine. These kids seemed to
feel like Stephanie’s classroom was their space.
During this lunch period, one student approached Stephanie and asked if he could
use his cell phone. Stephanie responded, “Sure, but I’ll take it.” He said their science
teacher let them use their phones and insisted that she should be more like her. Stephanie
said he should be more like someone else, too. It was a fun and light interaction that
showed that Stephanie’s sense of sarcastic humor clicked with some of her students.
Forming relationships with them in a way that allowed them to have fun together was at
the top of her priority list all year long.

Stephanie’s Algebra Classes
Curriculum and Instruction
Going into the year, Stephanie felt comfortable with the material included in the
algebra curriculum. She had majored in math as an undergraduate, which covered far
more advanced topics than eighth grade algebra. And as a teaching assistant the previous
spring, she had helped to grade the algebra state exam, which gave her a sense of the
topics that were emphasized and the types of questions that were asked. Furthermore,
Stephanie did not seem to perceive accomplishing her goal of having her students do well
on the algebra state exam as a challenging task. The overall student population at
Novelty—especially the students in the algebra level classes—were strong math students.
In addition, the algebra state exam converts students’ raw scores to percentages in such a
way that scales the raw scores drastically upwards. For example, according to her state’s
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department of education website, a raw score of 67 out of 86 on the June 2018 exam
converted to an 85% (i.e., mastery) despite being mathematically equivalent to a 78%.
Even more alarming, a raw score of 26 out of 86 converted to a passing grade of 65%
despite being mathematically equivalent to a 30%. According to the website, a passing
score of 65% is not intended to indicate that a student answered 65% of the questions
correctly. Rather, it indicates that the student learned enough of the required state
standards to move onto the next course. However, answering 30% of the questions
correctly on an exam could arguably be perceived as a low bar for student achievement.
Hence, Stephanie’s confidence with the curriculum and in her ability to get her
students to do well on the state exam along with her relaxed nature seemed to confirm for
her that she could proceed as she had during student teaching, teaching lessons without
creating a formal lesson plan. Early on in the year, she took a few minutes during a free
period to show me the marble notebook she used to write down lesson ideas. Her general
strategy was to think about a topic the morning before she taught it, unless the topic was
confusing, in which case she would do this the night before. As she thought, she would
write down examples related to the topic. She often didn’t use the examples she wrote
down during the actual lessons; rather, they served the purpose of providing an idea of
the types of examples she wanted to work through with the students.
By the midpoint of the year, Stephanie continued to describe her approach to
planning as somewhat impromptu, explaining, “I like making things up on the spot kind
of thing, not like fully making things up, but having some general idea what I’m gonna
do and winging some of it.” For example, “yesterday, I had what I was doing for my ‘do
now’ and then like, one problem or so, but I wanted to do more problems, so I kind of
made them up as I went along.” She perceived writing lesson plans as “so silly. It’s just a
formality. Nobody does it.”
On the one hand, a plan-as-you-go approach such as Stephanie’s has some benefits.
It allows the teacher to be responsive to the students’ understanding of the material as
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they explore something new (i.e., rather than feeling confined to a predetermined lesson
plan, Stephanie could create appropriate examples as she formatively assessed the
students’ progress). Reflecting in action (i.e., reflecting in such a way that has immediate
significance for the lesson) allows teachers to “think up and try out our new actions
intended to explore the newly observed phenomena, test our tentative understandings of
them, or affirm the moves we have invented to change things for the better” (Schön,
1988, p. 28). As someone who liked to be responsive to student progress, it made sense to
Stephanie to formulate her lessons partially as they took place. Of course, this kind of
responsiveness is also possible when lessons are more formally thought out in advance;
however, in Stephanie’s first year, she gravitated toward planning as she went and
believed it helped her work toward her goals.
On the other hand, this approach has several consequences, one of which is directly
related to collegial interactions among teachers. Planning last minute and/or on-the-spot
does not allow the teacher to engage in discussions with her colleagues about how to
approach certain topics in the classroom. Although reflecting on lesson approaches
independently is valuable, collaboration in which multiple teachers take shared
responsibility for the work of teaching and support each other in debating their practice is
necessary for teachers to improve (Little, 1990). Furthermore, effective assessment of
educational activities and goals can only take place in a social context (Gorodetsky et al.,
1997) as teachers push each other to question the actions they are taking in their
classrooms and the ends that guide their curriculum and instruction.
Ultimately, any reflection that Stephanie did on her curriculum or instruction she
did independently. One example of a pedagogical decision Stephanie made on her own
was related to test corrections. Pulling from that professional development she had
attended as a student teacher about Angry Birds, Stephanie allowed her students at
Novelty to do quiz corrections to earn back credit on their assessments. The first and
second marking periods, everyone was allowed to do them. The third marking period, this
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opportunity was given only to students who failed. She stopped offering corrections in
the fourth quarter, feeling like they had “enough of your lift up” by then, wanting her
students’ grades to more accurately represent how they might perform on the state exam.
It seemed important to Stephanie to give her students the opportunity to fix their
mistakes, emphasizing the importance of demonstrating an understanding of the concepts,
even if that understanding came after the assessment.
A misleading front. Although Stephanie made it seem as if she treated planning
for teaching as unnecessary, she gave several indications that this was not a complete
representation of the effort she put into preparing materials for her students. To guide her
in what material to cover, Stephanie had a few resources, all of which were driven by the
content on the algebra state exam: Novelty’s algebra curriculum map, a shared Dropbox
folder with Tracy (one of her more experienced colleagues) containing six or seven
sheets or quizzes per unit, and websites that maintained questions from prior state exams.
Before she planned a unit, Stephanie would look at Tracy’s end of topic review sheet in
the Dropbox folder to “make sure I know all the topics I need to teach.” She would also
sometimes use Tracy’s quizzes from the folder as review sheets for her own quizzes,
which she typically created from scratch.
In addition to using multiple resources to guide her planning, Stephanie also
explained that after each quiz, “I go through all of my extra sheets and save one copy in a
binder for next year,” implying that there were, in fact, sheets to save. She often used
kutasoftware (a customizable worksheet generator for which Novelty had a paid account)
to create these worksheets, showing that she was organizing more pieces of her lessons in
advance than she initially let on. On one occasion, Stephanie mentioned that she had
created a packet of common errors that her students had been making with quadratic
equations so that her students could practice identifying some of the mistakes they had
been making. Furthermore, to help her students prepare for upcoming assessments, she
would always create a review packet.
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Clearly, Stephanie created resources for her students in addition to the notes and
examples in her marble notebook. The frequency with which she mentioned not really
planning lessons almost made it seem as though she did not want to reveal that she
actually did spend some time and energy creating resources for her students in advance. It
was almost as if she believed that she should be able to get her students to do well on the
state exam without these prepared materials, so she played them down when talking
about planning.
An October visit to Stephanie’s classroom. Watching Stephanie teach several
times throughout the year demonstrated the benefits and consequences of developing her
lessons as she taught them and of prioritizing student performance on the state exam. In
October, spending a free period with Stephanie immediately preceding a visit to one of
her algebra classes provided particular insight into her planning and instruction.
During a free period in late October, Stephanie perused her marble notebook. That
morning, she had taught one of her algebra classes about the forms of a linear equation
(i.e., Slope-Intercept Form: y = mx + b, Point-Slope Form: y - y1 = m(x - x1), and
Standard Form: Ax + By = C), and she would be teaching the same topic again later that
day. Standard form can be particularly useful in graphing a linear equation in that it is
often easy to calculate the x and y intercepts (the places where a line crosses the x and y
axes). As Stephanie showed me her plans, I asked if she taught standard form for the
purpose of using the x and y intercepts. She said she hadn’t shown that to her algebra
class earlier that day but that she thought it was a good idea for her second section, which
met the following period.
In Stephanie’s algebra class the following period, she wrote an equation in standard
form on the board and asked her students, “How would you graph a line in standard
form?” Throughout the discussion, lots of students raised their hands to participate. Their
participation seemed to indicate that they were engaged and interested in the lesson. One
student suggested “plugging in points” (i.e., substitute a few values for x and calculate
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the result for y, resulting in a few ordered pairs that could be plotted on the coordinate
plane to graph the line). This suggestion would have enabled the student to correctly
graph the line, but it was not the idea Stephanie was looking for. After a few other
suggestions (some of which would have worked and others that would not have),
Stephanie told the students to “isolate y” (i.e., rearrange the equation to get y by itself) to
yield slope-intercept form—a form with which the students were more familiar.
When a student proceeded to ask, “Why are there like five ways for an equation?”
Stephanie responded, “There just are. That’s how it works.” There was no further
explanation or discussion as to why the various forms of a linear equation could each be
useful, nor were the students nudged to figure out that they could “isolate y,” which
might have encouraged them to connect standard form to slope-intercept form on their
own. The choice to emphasize memorization rather than understanding seemed to be
related to Stephanie’s goal of teaching to the state exam, as this exam did not typically
require students to make connections among concepts they had learned throughout the
year.
Following some practice on isolating y, Stephanie came back to the first student’s
idea of “plugging in points” and showed the students how they could graph a line in
standard form by finding the x and y intercepts. She created an example on the spot,
wrote it on the board, and had the students walk her through it step-by-step.
This anecdote demonstrates that Stephanie was well-versed and confident enough
in her subject area to teach her students about the intercepts without having prepared any
examples ahead of time. She was also open-minded in that she presented the content in a
way that she had not originally planned. The anecdote also demonstrates some of the
shortcomings of revolving content and pedagogy around ends that are predetermined by a
body external to the teacher and to the school. Had teaching to this test not been
Stephanie’s primary goal, perhaps she would have challenged her students to explore this
material in a different way. Had her goal been more difficult to achieve, perhaps she
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would have been more likely to collaborate with her colleagues to discuss the curriculum
and how to deliver it.
The Eighth Grade Math Team
As a student teacher, Stephanie had not done much formal lesson planning.
However, going into the school year, it seemed that Stephanie both expected and hoped
to collaborate with the other eighth grade math teachers in her first year of full-time
teaching, assuming this would be a useful endeavor. Stephanie explained in our first
interview a week before the students’ arrival:
I haven’t like fully planned things [before], so that will be new. I mean I
plan to work with the other two [eighth grade math] teachers and hopefully
be doing similar stuff to them so I would assume that we’d be planning. We
have a common planning period on Fridays. So that will be useful ... I will
probably plan more than I did before but we’ll see.
Along with Stephanie, the other two members of the eighth grade math team were
Tracy (with over 20 years of teaching experience, all at Novelty) and Todd (with 10 years
of teaching experience, also all at Novelty). As it turned out, their weekly common
planning meetings would only involve Stephanie and Tracy, as Todd did not attend. Todd
had a heavy teaching load—three sections of eighth grade math and one section of sixth.
Because the teacher contracts could only require 23 periods per week in which faculty
were teaching or performing other duties and Todd’s teaching load put him at this
maximum, he did not attend the meetings, and administration could not (or at least did
not) say anything.
Although there was little mathematical basis for Todd and Stephanie’s relationship,
they did seem to form a light friendship outside of the math curriculum. For example, at a
breakout session during an all-school faculty meeting a few weeks into the school year,
Stephanie sat at a table with Todd and a few other experienced teachers. The way they
were joking and laughing together before the meeting began made it seem as though
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being friendly with Todd helped Stephanie establish herself among the Novelty faculty
from a social perspective.
Tracy, on the other hand, became Stephanie’s point person for the algebra
curriculum. Stephanie met Tracy the week before the students’ arrival as Tracy made sure
to visit Stephanie’s classroom on the other side of the second floor to introduce herself to
her new colleague. Stephanie described Tracy as “very very very nice ... and very
helpful.” Tracy shared her cell phone number in case Stephanie needed to ask any
questions, and she told Stephanie that she would email her “our curriculum map,” using
the word our, confirming that Stephanie was officially part of the team.
Tracy also made sure to introduce Stephanie to Jordan—a humanities teacher who
would be teaching many of the same students as Stephanie—whose classroom was a
short walk down the hall. These interactions on Stephanie’s first day in the building since
her interview likely contributed to her feeling that the school “seems like a nice
community” where teachers “seem really nice and supportive.” She was already forming
a support system on her floor comprised of colleagues with whom she could interact
around shared content and students.
During the first few weeks of school, Stephanie interacted with Tracy multiple
times per week (i.e., they met several times in addition to their weekly common planning
meetings). Tracy supported Stephanie by showing her “how she usually starts the number
system unit” or by encouraging her to “come to her room whenever and look through the
math books that she has.” Sometimes, Tracy visited Stephanie’s classroom to ask “how I
was doing” or to “see how everything was going.” Once, Tracy urgently called Stephanie
on her classroom phone to tell her that her students did not know who Tigger and Winnie
the Pooh were, showing that Tracy took note of Stephanie’s interests outside of the math
curriculum. The two colleagues seemed to quickly be forming a positive relationship both
as professionals and as friends.
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Stephanie logged several interactions with Tracy throughout the winter and spring,
demonstrating that Tracy continued to be a helpful resource for algebra-related content all
year long. For example, Tracy showed Stephanie several binders filled with worksheets
that she could borrow, the two colleagues regularly spoke about upcoming topics in a
unit, or Stephanie would go to Tracy’s classroom to get some resources for the current
topic. Tracy also helped Stephanie learn the ropes of the school, explaining how to
administer a practice state exam and filling Stephanie in on end-of-school-year routines.
Stephanie explained that her common planning meetings with Tracy revolved
around what they were going to teach as opposed to how they were going to teach it. The
two colleagues generally taught the same content around the same time (Todd did his
own thing), and Stephanie continued to use Tracy’s Dropbox folder as a guideline of
what to teach and when, though she never put any files in the folder herself. According to
Stephanie, the Dropbox folder was more of a “‘here, you can look at my stuff’ kind of
thing” not “‘build together.’” Tracy and Stephanie did not typically use their meetings to
discuss future lessons in detail, to reflect on lessons they had taught, or to question their
practices as eighth grade mathematics educators. In other words, pedagogy was not often
a part of their conversations. Four common planning anecdotes and highlights from two
interviews elaborate on these ideas.
A fall eighth grade math common planning meeting. In an October observation
of eighth grade common planning, Tracy and Stephanie sat at two student desks toward
the back of Tracy’s classroom. Tracy sitting at a student desk rather than at her own desk
helped to create a casual and equitable ambiance between the novice and experienced
teacher, implying that they both had valuable contributions to bring to the table.
Tracy often exuded a positive and enthusiastic energy, helping to make their
meetings a pleasant space to be. At this meeting, she began by excitedly talking about a
professional development workshop she had attended the day before. When she finished
describing the workshop, she switched gears to focus on eighth grade math, asking
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Stephanie, “Whatcha up to now?” Tracy’s tone was casual and curious without making it
seem like she was calling Stephanie to account for her curricular choices. The question
also implied that the two colleagues were in regular communication about their progress
with the curriculum. Stephanie summarized what she had been doing in her algebra
classes, which included using the new graphing white boards the school had just
purchased for them that magnetized to the boards at the front of the room. It was easy to
feel their geeky math excitement as they raved about this new resource.
Later in this meeting, Stephanie shared a review sheet with Tracy that she had put
together for an upcoming assessment created from past state test questions, and Tracy
showed her a website that compiled old state test questions by topic to make this easier
for Stephanie in the future. Tracy also showed Stephanie a book of worksheets that
Stephanie planned to “use in my [math] skills class all the time!”
When the bell rang marking the end of the planning period, Tracy asked Stephanie
if it was “okay that this planning was not very structured and just kind of chatting,”
adding, “if you want more structure, we can do more structure.” As Stephanie’s teammate
and as a teacher with far more experience than Stephanie, it seemed as if Tracy believed
she should have been giving Stephanie more support but, perhaps, wasn’t sure how to
support her because Stephanie did not ask many questions or have many concerns.
Stephanie said the meetings were fine as they were and told her colleague she would “let
you know if I want more [structure].”
Discussing what topics they were covering and looking at worksheets together
helped to support Stephanie in the planning she did outside of these meetings. However,
in this meeting the colleagues did not reflect on their teaching or question their pedagogy.
Tracy seemed unsure how to initiate these types of deeper discussions, perhaps for fear of
appearing like she did not trust Stephanie. Hence, their style of collaboration resulted in
each teacher largely operating independently of the other when it came to instruction.
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A winter eighth grade math common planning meeting. Watching Stephanie
and Tracy interact at a winter common planning meeting confirmed that Stephanie’s
needs (or perceived lack thereof) tended to drive their conversations. As it always was
when the two colleagues met, the feeling in the room was casual and comfortable. Tracy
gathered a small pile of books and proceeded to wedge them between the top of the door
and the doorjamb—her version of a doorstop. The ease with which she did this was a
reminder that she was a seasoned veteran.
For the majority of this meeting, Stephanie sat on a desk, and Tracy walked around
the room as they chatted about the curriculum. Stephanie took notes as she inquired about
which subtopics they had to teach within each unit before the state exam. The back and
forth of their conversation was quick and natural. They spoke the same math language
and often finished each other’s sentences. For example, when Stephanie asked what the
students needed to know within the sequences unit, Tracy answered, “They only need to
know…,” momentarily struggling to find the words she was looking for. Stephanie
correctly finished her sentence with “recursive sequences?” Next, Stephanie asked if they
needed to do the “moving around thing,” which Tracy helped her to name “literal
equations.” Stephanie also asked if they had to do “unit conversions.” Tracy said yes, but
neither of them could remember the mathematical name for that topic. As they tried to
think of it, Tracy went into the hallway to ask two singing students to quiet down.
Stephanie was so excited when she had thought of the name that she ran into the hallway
to exclaim, “dimensional analysis!” even though she knew Tracy would be returning to
the room seconds later. The two colleagues were instantly relieved by Stephanie’s
memory. They enjoyed getting excited about math together, which seemed to play an
important role in the positive nature of their interactions.
The remainder of the meeting was spent creating a review schedule for the algebra
state exam. Tracy explained to Stephanie that the eighth grade math teachers “generally
use morning ‘extra help’ as time for targeted review, and the kids can go to any teacher.”

213

In this context, it seemed as if by “any teacher” she meant herself or Stephanie, since
Todd was not involved. Together, they created a list of the topics they had taught so far.
Once the list was made, Tracy shared her thought that “that was a good meeting.” Before
Stephanie left the room, Tracy let her know that “we all buy candy for the kids” on the
day of the exam, adding that “it’s more of a culture thing” as opposed to any sort of
requirement.
This meeting shed light on several aspects of Stephanie and Tracy’s relationship.
First, Tracy and Stephanie had fun together. They enjoyed each other’s company, they
appreciated math, and they seemed to look forward to their meetings. Second, there was a
clear sense of collective responsibility for the students, a sentiment that has been linked
to school improvement (e.g., Allensworth, 2017). Tracy’s students were able to go to
Stephanie’s review sessions and vice versa. Third, Stephanie’s interactions with Tracy
often taught her about the culture at Novelty (e.g., planning review sessions, giving out
candy). Fourth, Tracy was a constant source of support for Stephanie in terms of what
topics to cover. Lastly, pedagogy and reflection continued to be largely absent from their
conversations. Although this worked to sustain a light and cheerful atmosphere in their
common planning meetings, during which both colleagues typically had smiles on their
faces, a conception of more substantial collegiality goes beyond “a loosely constructed
sense of ‘getting along’ and ‘working well together.’ (Little, 1990, p. 511). In order for
teachers to improve their practice, they need to work together to question their practices
and debate the direction of their curriculum.
Another winter eighth grade math common planning meeting: The school
review. Stephanie, Tracy, and Todd almost never planned all together; however, they did
communicate in detail about what to teach for the school review by the city’s department
of education. Todd had stopped by Stephanie’s and Tracy’s classrooms (separately) to
show them three ideas he had for a lesson they could teach when the reviewers came, and
Stephanie planned to discuss the ideas with Tracy in their upcoming common planning
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meeting. When they met, Tracy excitedly said she wanted to guess which of the three
would be Stephanie’s favorite, and she guessed correctly. The two colleagues seemed to
have fun together, and Tracy had a good sense of the type of lesson Stephanie might want
to teach.
Tracy went on to think out loud about the pros and cons to each of the three ideas,
voicing, “The nice thing about doing a lesson on finding area of skewed triangles is the
kids can do a lot of example problems. And you can choose to introduce the distance
formula or not.” Another lesson option was to prove why the square root of 2 was
irrational, an idea Tracy also liked because introducing something completely new to the
students always involved conversation. By Tracy voicing her sophisticated thoughtprocess out loud, the two colleagues ended up having a pedagogically-oriented
conversation. Tracy modeled considering why teaching a particular lesson in a particular
way could be valuable for students (and look good for the reviewers). She seemed to
genuinely enjoy thinking about new ways to approach topics, even after over 20 years as
a teacher.
Stephanie quickly chimed in with her thoughts, pointing out that this second lesson
option would not take a whole period and suggesting a few ideas to precede or follow the
proof. As the two teachers piggy-backed off each other’s ideas, Stephanie seemed
comfortable and confident sharing her thoughts with Tracy, and Tracy seriously
considered each of Stephanie’s suggestions. Both colleagues were engaged and invested
in the discussion about which lesson idea of Todd’s to teach when the reviewers came.
As a surprise to Tracy and Stephanie, Todd joined the meeting and brought a few
photocopied pages from a textbook related to the lesson ideas. He had blacked out some
lines that he thought “would stress out the kids” in order to make the content more
approachable for them. He seemed concerned about keeping the students’ stress level
down while still challenging them to deduce why the square root of 2 was irrational. He
didn’t want to reveal or tell the students too much of the process, so he was trying to find
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a balance between providing guidance and encouraging the students to make connections
on their own.
This anecdote showed that Tracy and Stephanie were capable of reflecting at levels
other than the technical (Zeichner, 1994) and that they both enjoyed working together to
debate how potential lessons might influence student learning. However, Tracy was so
careful to preserve the boundary between offering advice when Stephanie asked and
interfering in Stephanie’s work in ways that may have been unwarranted that their
conversations typically remained at the level of technical reflection, and much of their
work was done independently. Todd’s lesson ideas and/or the school review seemed to
function as permission for Tracy to engage in practical reflection and a collaborative
discussion about instruction. Little (1990) found that “teachers with many years’
experience, armed with well-formulated and well-grounded views on effective teaching,
nonetheless refrain from advocating specific approaches even to beginning teachers”
(p. 516). This finding was largely supported by Tracy and Stephanie’s interactions, but
with an appropriately challenging task to address, Tracy was motivated to share her
pedagogical thoughts, and Todd was encouraged to join the meeting. Hence, the tasks in
which teachers are expected to engage can play an important role in the nature of their
interactions.
An interview with Stephanie. By late January, Stephanie explained, “My
planning’s been pretty much the same since the beginning of the year. I do a lot of stuff
myself.” She laughed as she said this last part, but there seemed to be a hint of
disappointment in her voice. When I asked if she worked alone by choice, she said, “It’s
partially by choice and partially not.” She knew she planned with her eighth grade
colleagues “much less” than the seventh grade team. Isabel and Robyn “plan everything
together,” and one of the new sixth grade teachers “uses all the stuff” that the experienced
sixth grade teacher gave her. She thought that collaborating in this way might be less
work, but she didn’t always like what the other teachers were doing on the eighth grade
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team. Stephanie liked “making things up on the spot kind of thing, not like fully making
things up, but having some general idea what I’m gonna do and winging some of it” as
opposed to creating a detailed lesson with a colleague and then feeling as if she had to
implement the lesson in a specific way. Stephanie believed that Tracy and Todd “operate
the same way I do” in this regard, which she thought was “kind of funny how that worked
out.” It was difficult to discern if she genuinely was glad about having more independent
colleagues with whom she did not collaborate closely or if she wished there were more
collaboration on her team. Her words indicated the former, but according to her slightly
disappointed tone in talking about working alone, she seemed to feel a mix of both.
Later in the interview, I asked Stephanie if there was ever a time when she needed
help with something, but didn’t know whom to go to. She initially, sarcastically replied
with, “No, I’m a strong independent teacher,” but she went on to talk about whom she
goes to for different things: Dana for “what to do about something” not related to math
and Tracy about content regarding “what am I supposed to do, not how I do this.” She
felt that “most people would be willing to help if I asked them something or ... help with
how to teach something or a better way of doing something,” but she didn’t typically seek
that kind of guidance.
Stephanie’s sarcasm about being strong and independent implied some confusion
around her teaching identity. She seemed to be wondering if she wanted to be perceived
as someone who was able to do everything by herself and whether that should even be
her goal. The culture at Novelty encouraged collaboration, but Stephanie did not perceive
herself as needing help, and Todd and Tracy did not motivate regular conversations about
instruction, so ultimately, she sought basic guidance related to the state test to help her
continue to plan her lessons independently.
An interview with Tracy. An interview with Tracy confirmed much of what I had
observed in the eighth grade common planning meetings. She started by sharing her
feeling that what she thought would come out of the interview was that she did not give
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enough support to Stephanie. Tracy recalled needing a lot of guidance and reassurance in
her first year. Every single day, she would check in with other math teachers to say:
This is what I taught, this is how it went, this is what I want to do
tomorrow, what do you think? And Stephanie doesn’t do that.... And so at
first, I was like, “Huh, she’s not really checking in that much.” But then I
was like, “I don’t think she needs to.” ... I knew my math, but I didn’t know
if I was delivering it in an effective way. And that’s what I felt the need to
check in on. That, and management strategies.
As far as Tracy could see, Stephanie did not feel the need to check in with anyone
in the same way Tracy had in her first year, resulting in a more hands-off relationship
between the two colleagues. Tracy “figured out pretty early on that [Stephanie] knows
what she’s doing, which is good.... She can talk in shorthand about math” and knows how
to engage the kids. She gave an example of a project they did early on in the year when
Stephanie brought the kids to the library so they would have more space to spread out.
Tracy copied Stephanie’s idea because she was doing the project a week later. She said
she “never would have thought of that on my own” and it was a great idea. Although
Stephanie didn’t seem to want or perceive herself as needing the same level of guidance
as Tracy did in her first year, Tracy checked with Todd (and a couple of other colleagues)
to point out that Stephanie did not typically seek guidance from her. Todd reassured her
that that’s how he was in his first year and “she’s fine.”
As a result, Tracy and Stephanie would:
tend to plan more big picture things than every individual lesson together...so
we look at sort of the arc of what we need to do, and then we might co-plan
or I might share with her, since this is her first year and she doesn’t have as
many things in place ... some projects or some bigger things we’ve done with
kids. And then she might bring in something that she tried with them that
maybe I hadn’t thought to do.
She thought it worked well that they shared ideas and resources but didn’t plan lesson
after lesson together. Tracy, Stephanie, and Todd were all “similar in that way ... we
understand that the pacing ... should be similar,” but “we want the execution to be on our
own.”
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Tracy also added that Stephanie was “very pleasant,” which was “no small thing....
She’s very upbeat and positive, she’s game to try anything and do anything, to figure out
the culture of the school and like find her place in that.” She shared, for example, that
Stephanie was dancing at the eighth grade dance and that she loves math. She assumed
that Stephanie felt good about her first year because she had never “seen her down.”
There was also “no buzzing about ... things going wrong,” insisting that, if there were
issues, “You would hear it.”
In general, it seemed like Tracy modeled working hard, caring a lot about her job,
being enthusiastic about math, and experimenting with new things, even in her 22nd year
of teaching. It seemed difficult for Tracy to understand how self-sufficient Stephanie
appeared to be when Tracy had been so different in her first year; but, after consulting a
few colleagues, she decided to let Stephanie be rather than push her to engage in the
types of conversations around curriculum and pedagogy that she had had so regularly as a
novice. Although their discussions remained largely at the technical level and their daily
lesson planning was done independently, Tracy played an important role for Stephanie,
earning Tracy an underline on both the fall and spring versions of Stephanie’s relational
map as someone who “most influenced” her first-year teaching experience.
A spring eighth grade math common planning meeting. A common planning
meeting in May reminded me how easy and fast-paced Stephanie and Tracy’s banter was
and how comfortable the two colleagues seemed together. For the duration of the
meeting, Tracy sat on a desk and Stephanie sat in a chair a few desks away. The two
colleagues seemed like old friends, at ease around each other and sharing the same space.
Tracy started the meeting eager to show Stephanie a packet of questions that she
was going to use in one of her extra help review sessions for the state exam, reassuring
Stephanie that “I wanted to show you” but “you don’t have to do the same thing
obviously.” In the spring, Tracy still seemed preoccupied with keeping the conversation
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light, which Stephanie seemed to want. As such, Tracy qualified her suggestions with
reminders that Stephanie did not have to follow suit.
Tracy went on to share with Stephanie a difficult situation she was in. Whereas
Stephanie’s non-algebra section was a co-taught class with several students who had IEPs
and none of the students in that class would be taking the algebra state exam, Tracy’s
third section was composed of some students who would take the algebra state test and
others who would not be ready. These latter students would retake algebra the following
year. Tracy had recommended that two students in particular not take the exam, but their
parents wanted them to take it. It seemed like they would insist that their children sit for
the test. I asked what the problem was with letting them take it, and Stephanie jumped in,
saying, “Because it affects you” (i.e., poor student grades reflect poorly on the teacher).
Tracy, however, explained that she didn’t care about that, presumably because she had
been teaching at the school for over 20 years, was tenured, and had a good reputation
among her colleagues and administration. The problem, rather, was that “if they pass it,
they might not have to take algebra again depending on which high school they go to, and
they need another year of algebra.” Tracy was modeling for Stephanie caring deeply
about the students’ learning as well as setting a higher bar for their algebra skills than
what was required to pass the state test. Perhaps since Stephanie was new whereas Tracy
had been at Novelty for over two decades and was tenured, it made sense that the novice
was concerned about how the students’ grades would reflect on her whereas that did not
concern Tracy at all. Consequently, Stephanie was more likely to use the students’ exam
grades as a bar for their learning whereas Tracy had different (in this case higher)
standards for her students’ demonstration of algebra skills.
Before the meeting ended, Tracy asked Stephanie if she was going to the group
lunch later that day—Dana planned a lunch thinking it would be nice for all of the eighth
grade teachers to eat together—and Stephanie said she would be there. But she said she
would be missing the last day of school for jury duty, which made Tracy upset because
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they “usually go [out to eat] that day for lunch to celebrate Todd’s birthday.” Stephanie
said she didn’t care about missing lunch on the last day and wrote down the name of the
restaurant to try at another time. Stephanie seemed to enjoy the company of her
colleagues, yet she never seemed to feel the need to go out of her way to fit in or be
accepted.
Summary
From day one of the school year, Stephanie and Tracy got along well. Early on,
their interactions were pleasant and helpful, and they stayed that way. Tracy was a
reliable resource regarding what topics needed to be covered, and Stephanie continued to
use the files in Tracy’s Dropbox folder as a content reference. Stephanie gave Tracy
some nice ideas, too, like bringing her students to the library for a project, but the help in
their relationship mostly traveled from more experienced teacher to newcomer. Despite
wanting to somehow provide more support and engage in more conversations around
curriculum and instruction as Tracy had with her colleagues in her first year, Stephanie
made it seem like she did not need help beyond basic curriculum guidance, and Tracy
was unsure how to offer additional help without feeling concerned that she was being
pushy. Hence, their relationship did not develop in a manner that encouraged them to
engage in thoughtful conversations around pedagogy. Their interactions were easy and
light, and Stephanie looked back on their relationship as a positive aspect of her first-year
experience.

Stephanie’s Co-Taught Class
In Stephanie’s first interview a few days before the students arrived, she shared that
another hope of hers was to “succeed” at co-teaching her eighth grade (non-algebra-level)
math class. She thought co-teaching would be “kind of like student teaching in a way
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‘cause you have another teacher. Although I’m the main teacher I would assume.” It was
not completely clear what Stephanie meant by “main teacher,” but it seems reasonable to
assume that she meant the teacher who does most of the teaching and who makes most of
the decisions around what to teach and how to teach it. This approach to co-teaching
mimics the very common one teach, one assist variation, where one teacher (usually the
general education teacher) takes on the responsibility of teaching and the other teacher
(usually the special education teacher) provides individual support as they circulate the
classroom (Scruggs et al., 2007).
As of this interview, Stephanie had not yet met her co-teacher and thought aloud
that she should “probably find out who the other teacher is.” Meeting her co-teacher a
day or two before the students began the school year did not give them much of a chance
to get to know one another or to co-plan lessons or units in advance. Also, as is common
for teachers who are required to co-teach (Scruggs et al., 2007), she had not engaged in
any training related to co-teaching before the school year began. Stephanie did not seem
concerned about either of these factors, though, and she entered the school year
seemingly optimistic about this new responsibility.
Deferring to Dan
Dan—another colleague whose name earned an underline on Stephanie’s relational
map in both the fall and spring as someone who “most influenced” Stephanie’s first-year
experience—was certified to teach math and special education. It was his third year of
full-time teaching, all of which had been at Novelty. In his prior two years, he had
co-taught eighth grade math with two other teachers; hence it would be his third time
co-teaching the same course. This course had its own curriculum map separate from the
algebra course, and, at the end of the year, the students would be taking an eighth grade
state exam rather than the algebra state exam, which was designed for ninth graders.
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According to Stephanie, Dan knew “what has to be taught in eighth grade math
because he has taught it for two years now.” She felt comfortable deferring to him with
regard to what topics they needed to teach, so much so that when I asked to see the
curriculum map for that class, she couldn’t find her copy. Furthermore, Dan told her from
the start that “he remembers his first year, and how stressful it was,” so “after the first
day, he just like, started doing everything.”
In addition to Dan having more experience with this course and empathizing with
Stephanie’s status as a first-year teacher, it also seemed to Stephanie that their approaches
to planning were somewhat incompatible. Dan had a “very specific way he likes to teach
the kids,” which involved more advanced planning than Stephanie was used to. He liked
to create guided notes (i.e., handouts prepared in advance that leave blank spaces for
students to fill in with definitions, examples, and key concepts as they progress through a
lesson) and use them to dictate the flow of the lesson. For Dan, it likely would have been
stressful to relinquish much of the planning responsibilities to Stephanie, since her
advanced planning was less structured and less fleshed out.
Hence, Dan did most of the planning, and Stephanie followed his lead. He decided
what they would teach, and he came to her classroom daily to discuss their plans. He
typed their lessons into a shared Google doc that Stephanie had access to, and, according
to Dan, the two colleagues were in constant contact on Sundays to discuss plans for the
upcoming week. Although Dan was certified to teach math and he knew what they
needed to cover for the eighth grade curriculum, he sometimes liked to check in with
Stephanie to “make sure of things” (i.e., to double-check he understood a concept
correctly), and Stephanie was happy to provide this guidance.
Dan also took the lead with regard to delivering the lesson up at the board, while
Stephanie typically circulated the room addressing individual students’ needs. She
initially assumed she would be the “main teacher,” but ultimately Dan took on that role,
and she took on more of an assistive role. Although their arrangement constituted a role
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reversal from what Stephanie had anticipated, she was fine with it, as it allowed her to
focus on her other classes. Furthermore, Stephanie explained:
I still do a lot. And we know different things about the students, ‘cause I
check their homework all the time while he’s going over the “do now” or
whatever. So, I know more about what’s going on with each of them
specifically.
She viewed this contribution as an asset and seemed to appreciate the opportunity to
focus on this aspect of teaching.
Despite their differences in planning, the two teachers seemed to fall into a
somewhat easy routine with their students. At the very beginning of class the third week
of school, a student asked Dan a question, and, without any hesitation, Stephanie
answered. And when Dan would address the class about any type of decision, like the
homework assignment, he would use “we” to refer to him and Stephanie, implying that
they made decisions together. Both teachers appeared to be equally in charge even though
Dan spent more time at the board.
By the halfway point in the year, when I asked Stephanie how co-teaching was
going, she somewhat despondently answered, “Yeah, who knows. I don’t know. The only
thing that could be better is ... I guess I could do more ... I feel that way. I don’t know
how he feels.... That’s really it.” But when she had tried to take on more responsibility
earlier in the year (saying to Dan, “I can teach this thing if you want me to”), Dan
recalled how stressful his first year was and continued to plan the majority of the lessons
himself, and Stephanie did not bring this up with him again. Dan seemed to be trying to
make Stephanie’s life easier by taking on the majority of the responsibility for planning
lessons. However, it is also reasonable to assume that he might have relinquished more of
that responsibility over time had he been more flexible in his approach to planning,
allowing him to be more comfortable with Stephanie’s approach. Hence, their roles with
regard to planning and instruction remained more or less constant for the duration of the
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school year, and, although Stephanie might have preferred to take on more responsibility
over time, she was content enough with their relationship to leave things be.
“Both of My Classes”
Because of Dan’s leadership role in their collegial relationship, sometimes it
seemed as if Stephanie considered her algebra classes to be her classes and the co-taught
class to be his class. For example, on Stephanie’s first walking tour, she explained as we
passed Jordan’s room that Jordan “teaches both classes I teach so I have her homeroom
and she has my homeroom.” This comment referred to her two algebra classes,
unintentionally implying that Stephanie did not think of the co-taught class as hers.
Similarly, in an interview halfway through the school year, Stephanie described Tracy as
the “only person I really talk content with.” A few moments later, she realized that she
also spoke about content with Dan, exclaiming, “Oh Dan. How could I forget about Dan?
I talk to him all the time.”
The algebra state exam functioned as a primary focus for Stephanie throughout the
year. Her co-taught class did not take the same exam at the end of the year, so she seemed
less connected with that curriculum. She was also much more familiar with the algebra
curriculum from her past experiences, which seemed to contribute both to her wanting to
take more ownership of the algebra course and to deferring to Dan on their co-taught
course.
A Friendship
In addition to communicating almost daily about their co-taught class, Stephanie
and Dan formed a friendship over the course of the year. At first, Stephanie “didn’t like
him very much. I thought he was, like, really, really serious and really, really boring and
had no sense of humor,” but that wasn’t the case at all. It turned out he was funny and
“really sassy sarcastic,” and she enjoyed having both a personal and collegial relationship
with him. By the halfway point, she “literally had a million text messages from Dan. Not
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all about school. He sends me really funny text messages.” Dan felt similarly. He thought
Stephanie was “very personable, and I like our rapport on a ... personal level. I like
working with her. She’s very funny and nice to talk to ... kind of reminds me of some of
my friends” (interview, Dan). Dan believed that “the colleagues you work with ... informs
... your fondness for the job.” In the past, he had not co-taught with someone he thought
of as a friend, and he seemed to appreciate the camaraderie he and Stephanie were
experiencing. He went on to describe Stephanie’s disposition as “happy and content” and
said that if she was “super frustrated” with anything, “I don’t really see it.” Working
together seemed to bring both colleagues joy and helped them enjoy coming to Novelty
each day. As such, they hoped to co-teach again the following school year.
Summary
In our third interview during the last week of school, Stephanie reflected on
working with Dan. She thought that, “at the beginning ... it was really nice to have Dan
do all that stuff, and it still is because he ... likes to plan a lot more in advance than I do.”
The tone of her voice suggested that she might have liked to contribute more to the
planning, but, perhaps, also that she did not intend to start planning in a way that would
cater to Dan’s preferred approach (i.e., his desire to plan further ahead of time).
In discussing if Stephanie thought their co-teaching dynamic would shift if they
worked together the following year, she responded:
I hope so ... we need to work on interjecting into each other’s teaching
more, because that’s how I imagine a co-teaching thing to happen. Like, I’m
going over something and then Dan thinks of something he really wants to
add to that.
This comment described an image of a co-taught class that Stephanie believed they
should work toward if they continued to co-teach together, an image that did not come to
fruition the first time around but that she hoped they would achieve their second year
together.
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After a year of co-teaching, Stephanie seemed more inclined toward a team
teaching approach where co-teachers share teaching responsibilities more equally and
share in leading instructional activities (Scruggs et al., 2007) rather than a one teach, one
assist approach. Perhaps Stephanie had come to realize and/or accept that if they
continued with one teach, one assist, Dan would remain the teacher and Stephanie the
assistant, whereas a team teaching approach might enable her to take on more
responsibility in their co-teaching relationship in a way that catered to their individual
approaches to planning.

Navigating Space at Novelty
Walking Tours
On Stephanie’s first walking tour less than two months into the school year, she
already seemed to be finding a place at Novelty. On the steps up from the first floor, she
exclaimed, “And then onto the second floor! Which is my floor!” She seemed to have
settled into a routine at Novelty and was beginning to identify with certain spaces in the
building. She described the staircase up to her classroom as “where I walk every
morning,” and she told me about the “good water fountain” on the first floor, contrasting
it with “the one on my floor,” which did not have the spout to fill a water bottle.
Stephanie was familiar with many spaces on the second floor, identifying many of the
teachers’ classrooms by name and describing the teachers’ lounge as a place where she
came “a lot when teachers are in my classroom.”
Stephanie didn’t know much about the first and third floors (which housed the
seventh and sixth grade homerooms) or the basement, but the way she spoke about what
she didn’t know did not sound like she felt this was a shortcoming (e.g., on the third floor
she casually said, “So now we’re going back down ‘cause I have no idea who any of the
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other people are on this floor.”). She seemed satisfied with the knowledge she had,
which, as of October, was based on the spaces she needed to use.
Spring brought a more solidified identity as an eighth grade teacher. As we
approached the second floor on her second walking tour, Stephanie excitedly announced,
“This is where I live!” implying that she firmly identified as a member of the eighth
grade community. She went on to describe her classroom with sarcasm, as a space
“where I am all day. Very exciting stuff. I don’t know what else to say about that.” These
comments about her floor and her classroom seemed to imply a stronger identification
with the larger eighth grade community than her own classroom space, demonstrating
that Stephanie’s experience was not that of the typical isolated first-year teacher trapped
in her own section of an “egg crate.”
Generally speaking, Stephanie’s spring tour was focused on the spaces she used
and that she wanted to highlight rather than trying to traverse and share information about
every space throughout the building. For example, we didn’t even go down to the
basement, since she never used that space. Her second walking tour was actually shorter
than her first (12 minutes as compared to 15 minutes). Stephanie seemed comfortable in
the world that was relevant to her, and that was what she chose to showcase on her
walking tour.
Stephanie Classroom
The week before the students began their school year, Stephanie went to Novelty to
set up her classroom. Along with her, she brought lots of art supplies to hand-make
Disney decorations to hang on the various bulletin boards. The room had previously been
Todd’s room, but he was moving upstairs to the third floor, as he would be a sixth grade
homeroom teacher. After Todd moved his belongings to his new room, half of
Stephanie’s bookshelves were left with “a bunch of old books that Todd left that he got
from some person, I don’t remember who.” Stephanie left them there all year, seemingly
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unsure what to do with them. At the end of the year, she thought she should probably
make more use of them implying that she thought these resources had the potential to be
helpful and that she might call upon them in her second year.
Overall, Stephanie shared that “I like my room.” She thought it was good, but she
struggled all year with the orientation, explaining in her mid-year interview that the
classroom was:
too long ... and not wide enough ... ‘cause if I wanted to do rows ... I’m so
used to having rows in my school, and like life.... I feel like that would work
a lot better for the class that I have. I had them in table groups in the
beginning, which I like, but they can’t handle it, so I have them in the two
pod things. But I wish I could do just everyone in their own [row], but it’s
not wide enough to do that, and then if I do it goes really far back, then like I
get a million kids who say, “I can’t see in the back.” But I don’t want those
kids in the front ‘cause they’re quiet and fine and I want the noisy, annoying
kids in the front, so I could tell them to stop talking.
She had the desks arranged in rows of pairs of desks all facing the front of the room, but
it still did not help to prevent chatting. Based on a variety of personal experiences as a
student and throughout her life, Stephanie seemed to believe that isolating the students
would be an effective way to stop them from talking.
In Stephanie’s year-end interview, she continued to reflect on her classroom,
explaining:
Well at first, I liked having the tables cause we did a lot of group things.
Especially right at the beginning. Like brainteaser kind of things I did with
them. And then, once they started getting chatty, I was like, “No more tables,
that’s enough.” And I did, I think next I did like, the little group rows of
threes. And again, I think the biggest reason why I changed it each time is not with the tables, that was ‘cause they were talking - but every time it just
kept moving inwards and forwards. And it just would get really cluttered in
the middle of the room. So then I’d like, kept trying new seating things. And
then I’m back to tables now.
Having about 30 students in each of her classes in a room that was deeper than it was
wide coupled with a projector that she wished was in a different place affected
Stephanie’s approach to classroom management, her instruction, and her comfort level
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within the space of her room. She never felt settled with a particular arrangement of the
desks, repeatedly trying to rearrange the furniture to meet her own needs and the needs of
her students. As such, she liked her room, but did not speak about it in a way that implied
any emotional attachment to it.
Getting Involved
Other colleagues. Stephanie interacted with several non-math-teacher colleagues
who influenced her first-year experience and who helped her establish herself among the
faculty community at Novelty. Dana taught eighth grade science in the classroom right
next door to Stephanie’s. In addition to meeting during orientation and seeing each other
at the weekly new teacher meetings, Dana was also Stephanie’s official one-on-one
mentor and, as such, observed her teaching and provided feedback multiple times
throughout the year. In the fall, she came into Stephanie’s room almost daily to ask how
Stephanie’s day was, forming the foundation for a helpful and friendly relationship. The
two colleagues also chatted often about the progress of their shared students, earning
Dana an underline on Stephanie’s relational map.
Overall, Stephanie thought “Dana’s really great,” and she seemed to appreciate
having her as a resource. Having classrooms next door to each other made it easy for
Stephanie to “pop in there to drop something off or to talk to her,” like when she needed
help with coverage for a class. Having Dana as a mentor and seeing each other at the
weekly new teacher meetings also encouraged the colleagues to interact often and to
build a professional and friendly relationship. All year long, Stephanie felt she could ask
Dana any questions not related to math content and took advantage of this often.
The second week of school, Stephanie listed an interaction on her log with Jessie—
another eighth grade science teacher—who shared some of her students. Jessie showed
Stephanie “the PowerPoint that she uses for back to school night,” and they “walked to
the market together to get snacks for back-to-school night.” These interactions initiated
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by Jessie set the foundation for another friendly and helpful relationship with a new
colleague. In the winter, Stephanie began to talk to Jessie more frequently. They spoke
about the faculty talent show, which they were co-organizing, and sometimes they spoke
about their shared students. Since Stephanie’s room was often occupied by another class
during her lunch period, Jessie’s room became a place she went to eat.
Jordan—an eighth grade humanities teacher—also shared several students with
Stephanie. In a grade-level breakout session at a faculty meeting, Jordan said to
Stephanie, “Talk to me about the boys. Are they doing their work?” Stephanie knew
exactly who Jordan was referring to, and a brief conversation ensued about their progress.
Stephanie explained that the two colleagues chatted often about their shared students and
seemed to feel some sense of collective responsibility for their learning. Jordan was the
humanities teacher for both of Stephanie’s algebra classes, so they shared over 60
students. It was important to Stephanie to talk with her colleagues about shared students,
and, teaching two of the same groups of students, Jordan played an important role in this
capacity.
After a year at Novelty, Stephanie felt that “the staff is great. They’re all really nice
and friendly.” She knew who to go to for help: Tracy for math things—“like if I had a
question on which things I needed to include in a unit,” she would “ask Tracy during
common planning or text her”—and Dana for things that were “happening in the school.”
Something Stephanie had “always liked about middle school” was that you “interact with
all the other subjects a lot more often,” whereas, when she was a high school teaching
assistant, the math teachers had a math office, and they all “ate lunch in that one room
and we only talked to each other.” Interacting with teachers of other subjects was
something Stephanie did often at Novelty. Overall, Stephanie liked all the teachers at
her new school, and she felt like “everyone’s been really supportive, especially
Dr. Caldwell,” who she described as “always on the teachers’ side, which is really great.”
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From a more social perspective, Stephanie thought it was “fun hearing other
teachers gossip about each other,” referring to the “feud” between Jordan and Kathy. She
described the eighth grade teachers as being part of two “clans.” The teachers “invite me
to hang out sometimes,” and sometimes she accepted their invitations, but she liked to see
herself as a “free roamer.” Ema told Stephanie that some of the other teachers talked
about people “constantly” while they weren’t listening, but they never spoke about
Stephanie. Stephanie seemed satisfied with that, describing it as “a good thing.” She did
not take part in the drama, but seemed to enjoy watching from the sidelines. It was almost
as if the teachers were part of a show and she was a spectator.
“Free roamer” seemed to be an apt way to describe more than just Stephanie’s
social experience. Although she was a very relaxed person by nature who was
comfortable winging parts of her lesson plans as a first-year teacher, she also liked to be
in control of her situations. She wanted to decide how to deliver the algebra content to
her students, and she kept a certain distance from her colleagues so as not to become too
closely associated with any particular social group. She perceived her colleagues as
supportive, and she enjoyed interacting with colleagues who taught a variety of subject
areas, but, in her end-of-year interview, she explained with pride that she thought of her
first year of teaching as something she had done all by herself. This juxtaposition
demonstrated that Stephanie was still trying to figure out her identity as a member of a
faculty. For example, on the one hand, she appreciated Tracy’s and Dan’s support. On the
other hand, a piece of her equated “admirable teacher” with “teacher who is able to do
everything independently.” Perhaps continuing to work at an institution like Novelty
where many teachers perceived their success as reliant upon collaboration with their
colleagues would change Stephanie’s conception of teaching as an independent endeavor,
but, as of the end of her first year, this was not the case.
The larger school community. Stephanie was the only first-year teacher at
Novelty who engaged in extracurricular activities. Perhaps this was, in part, because she
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was not overwhelmed preparing for her classes, allowing her to get involved with the
Novelty community in other ways. For example, having been a theater minor as an
undergraduate, Stephanie started out the school year hoping to get involved with the
school musical. She asked if she could help out with the show, and the teachers running it
asked her to come to the callback auditions. She didn’t get paid for it yet, “because they
don’t have specific things they need done that they’re paying people for ... but in the
spring they should, but I still wanna do stuff anyway.” The morning after callbacks,
“there was a donut on my desk … with a little note. ‘Thanks so much for helping out.’
And I was like ‘Yes! A donut! And it was glazed. And I love glazed donuts.” She
sounded excited that she had gotten involved with theater and that her help had been
recognized.
Throughout the winter, Stephanie continued to immerse herself in the larger
Novelty community outside of eighth grade math. She was eager to offer an activity at
the school auction, and she volunteered to organize the faculty talent show alongside
Jessie. She seemed to be gaining a reputation as someone who liked to help out, and, as
such, three of her more experienced colleagues asked her to join them to organize
sweatshirts for the whole eighth grade. Todd also asked her if she would take on a stipend
position to help him supervise 3-on-3 basketball after school in the gym, which she did
for the second half of the school year. Stephanie had a wide variety of experiences that
did not have to do with her subject and/or content area, perhaps helping establish her
identity among her colleagues as a free roamer who liked to get involved in lots of
opportunities rather than as someone who was associated with a particular group of
teachers or specific extracurricular activity.
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Looking Back
When Stephanie’s first year of teaching was over, she thought it was “so weird ... I
feel like I don’t remember it.” When I asked if her teaching had changed from September
to June, she said, ‘I have no idea.... I can’t even remember from earlier on in the year.”
For Stephanie, her first year of teaching had been this fun, casual experience throughout
which she mostly enjoyed each moment as it came. Aside from a temporary struggle with
behavior management, she got through the school year without feeling stressed or
concerned, confident that she would achieve her goals of bonding with students and
getting them to do well on the state exam. Because she did not feel pushed to think hard
about curriculum or instruction and because she typically lived in the present (rather than
dwelling on the past or planning for the future), when the end of the year arrived, the fall
had already faded from her memory.
Just before our end-of-year interview, Stephanie had gotten the students’ state
exam scores back, and her “two lowest [kids] didn’t fail so that’s great.... I was pretty
happy with most of the scores ... only six kids got in the 70s and everyone else was in the
A or B range.” She figured this meant all of her students “learned a lot.” Stephanie
achieved her initial goal of getting the students to do well on the exam so it reflected well
on her, and, as a result, she felt satisfied with how the year had gone overall.
Reflecting on her algebra students’ exam scores, Stephanie seemed pleased that she
“got through all the content” and “knew all that stuff well,” proudly declaring, “I did it all
myself and didn’t rely on anyone, which I like doing.” She liked getting ideas from Tracy
and Todd, but, ultimately, she wanted to do her own thing. As compared to Tracy, who
liked to incorporate exploratory activities, or Todd, who liked to teach topics that were
not on the state test, Stephanie seemed to have a traditional approach to mathematics
pedagogy, largely involving direct instruction with some independent practice. She saw
this approach as the most effective way to deliver the content on the state exam, and,
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since she did not typically discuss pedagogy with her colleagues, her instructional
approach remained consistent throughout the year.
To prepare for her second year, Stephanie planned to take some time over the
summer to look at her students’ grades on the four major tests she gave (one each quarter
made up of former state test questions) and compare them to how each student did on the
actual state test. She thought that would “be interesting to see,” implying that she planned
to use their performance as a guide for future changes to her lessons and/or assessments.
Along with this information, Stephanie would have her marble notebook to guide her
planning, as well as electronic versions of everything she created. She planned to reuse
her materials next year, but wanted to make them mimic the state tests more and focus
more on errors (i.e., “problems that ended up being really difficult for no reason
whatsoever”).
In terms of working with the students, Stephanie thought that the year went
“mostly as I thought it would.” The kids were “more annoying at points” because, going
into the year, she was like “wow this school’s great. The students are gonna be perfect....
But, alas, of course they are not.” Stephanie thought her only issue over the course of the
year was classroom management. She was “excited for next year because it’ll be different
number one that I’m not a new teacher there. Number two, I know some of the students
because of health class. And, I’m just gonna be a lot meaner,” the last part of which was
said through laughter. By “meaner” she seemed to mean stricter, like making early parent
contact and dealing with issues more quickly as they arose. For example, in the first
marking period, she wanted to give some kids N’s for behavior (i.e., needs improvement),
but realized she hadn’t “talked to any parents, so I can’t really throw an N at a child
without saying anything.” She was optimistic that being stricter with the students’
behavior would also lead to them hopefully doing better on assessments because they
would, presumably, be paying closer attention during class. Stephanie remembered
orientation when Dana and two second-year teachers advised:
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“Oh, be really strict ... and clear with your rules.” And, but like you
don’t know what you want then so it was hard to do that from the beginning,
so then going into next year, I think that will be a lot smoother and easier.
Reflecting on her relationships with students, Stephanie reiterated that “building
rapport was one of my strong suits.” Throughout the year, Stephanie spent “a lot of time
just talking with [the students],” and she often had them up in her room for lunch. She
also had handshakes with some of them. She expected that teaching would be, in some
ways, similar to working at summer camp, and, at times, she did, in fact, feel like “a
glorified camp counselor,” which she described as “more important” than a camp
counselor—a counselor that had to deal with discipline, who had to do a lot more work,
and who was “actually trying to make kids learn things.” Despite some difficulty with
behavior management, she genuinely liked the students and thought she had developed
positive student-teacher relationships. Dan agreed with Stephanie’s perception, sharing in
his interview that Stephanie “has a good rapport with students, and lunch time she’s
usually here with the students playing games with them.... I think she enjoys being
around students.”
In terms of her initial goal of imparting her love of math on her students, Stephanie
thought, “Well they definitely know I love math. I don’t know if all of them do.” She
appreciated the “oohh!” moments she caught when they made connections, but at the end
of the day, “some like it, some don’t.” After a year of teaching, she had come to accept
that she would not be able to get every student to love math and that conveying her own
love for math would have to suffice. Many students are not fortunate enough to have a
teacher who is truly passionate about and excited by the material they are teaching.
Stephanie believed it was her responsibility to be an enthusiastic teacher, and she carried
that responsibility with her throughout the year.
Overall, Stephanie enjoyed working with her colleagues. Just before her end-ofyear interview, she realized that, next year, “my kids are gonna have different teachers.
Like, it’s not going to be the same rotation. I won’t have the same kids as Jordan and
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Jessie and Dana. That’ll be so weird. I’ll have to deal with other people.” This comment
implied that she had fallen into a comfortable and pleasant routine interacting with these
particular colleagues about her students’ progress. Before the school year began,
Stephanie was eager to “be in the flow of things,” and working consistently with these
three colleagues seemed to contribute to this sense of flow that Stephanie sought to
establish. She would definitely be working with Tracy again, but she might have to
reestablish herself with a new group of eighth grade humanities and science teachers after
a whole year of interacting with three teachers whom Stephanie seemed to like as
teachers and as people. It is also important to note that the teachers had not been given
their official schedules for the following school year when Stephanie said this. Hence, the
accuracy of her comment was unconfirmed, implying an assumption that the experiences
of teams of teachers over a given school year did not necessarily have an influence over
team structures.
Another goal of Stephanie’s for her first year of teaching was to have fun.
Ultimately, she “liked all the events and stuff that happened in the school” like the talent
shows and the trips, sharing her feeling that “there’s just a lot of fun stuff.” She dressed
up during spirit week wearing pajamas on pajama day and a jersey on sports day, and she
had a great time dancing at the eighth grade dance. Teaching at Novelty brought her joy,
and that was important to her in a career.
When I asked Stephanie how it made her feel to answer “I’m a teacher” when
asked what she did for a living, she said it made her feel “normal.... Yeah, I’m a teacher. I
have summers off. I deal with middle school students all day.” She wasn’t “embarrassed
to be a teacher,” and she wasn’t like, “Teachers! Stand proud!” This response made
sense, given that Stephanie did not seem to care what other people thought of her. She
sounded satisfied with her career choice—not disappointed or overly enthusiastic. As far
as teaching at Novelty, Dr. Caldwell invited her back for the following September.
Stephanie planned to teach there “for at least a few years” and then eventually wanted to
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move to a house in the suburbs. When I asked if she envisioned a long-term future for
herself as a teacher, she nodded right away, saying, “I definitely plan to teach for a while.
Until I retire and work at Disney World.”
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Chapter VII
DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

Introduction
The purpose of this study was to better understand the establishment of first-year
teachers within their school communities, their evolving identities as teachers, their
conceptions of teaching, and the learning that takes place over the course of the first year.
Examining the novices’ interactions with their colleagues while paying specific attention
to the role of the socio-spatial structures of the school in shaping these interactions, this
study sought to draw out implications for practice and research aimed at making the first
years of teaching more constructive and more satisfying for novice educators. I begin this
last chapter with a discussion of the findings, guided by theories of (novice) teacher
learning and space reviewed in the first two chapters. I then use the findings and
discussion to suggest implications for practice and research. Finally, I share some
concluding thoughts.

Conception of Teaching as Collaborative Versus Individual
Being willing to collaborate and being skilled at collaboration should be
core expectations of teachers’ work.
- Matthew Ronfeldt, Teaching in Context
The novices’ goals going into the school year and the means by which they planned
to achieve those goals influenced the frequency and nature of the new teachers’ early
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interactions with their colleagues. Their goals also alluded to particular conceptions of
teaching that they held at that time. Two of the new teachers assumed they would need
their colleagues’ help and guidance to achieve their goals, whereas one did not. As the
year progressed, the work in which the novices engaged with their colleagues functioned
either to shift or confirm these conceptions. The extent to which the first-year teachers
worked closely with their teammates to debate and question their practice influenced the
extent to which they conceived of teaching as work that was done in conjunction with
others by the end of the school year.
Novices’ Conceptions as Related to Initial Goals
The attitudes of teachers towards their profession are very important
determinants of the effect which their profession has upon them.
- Willard Waller, The Sociology of Teaching
All three novices taught in the same school, started the year receiving similar
messages about support and collaboration from their colleagues, and interacted regularly
with multiple colleagues throughout the year. However, the nature and frequency of their
collegial interactions varied drastically for several reasons. One of the reasons for this
variation was that each teacher began the year with a different self-assessment of what it
would take to achieve their curricular and pedagogical goals. One of the novices was
confident in her ability to achieve her goal with little or no assistance from her
teammates—Stephanie was focused on getting her students to do well on the state exam.
Two of the novices were sure they would require the assistance of others to accomplish
their goals—Ema needed to (re)learn the history content and determine what she wanted
a humanities course to look like, and Isabel felt unsure of some of the “logic” content and
sought guidance in planning day-to-day lessons to deliver that material.
Ema and Isabel viewed collaboration as necessary in order to achieve their goals
and objectives, pushing them to interact with their colleagues as a means to improving
their instruction. They entered the school year conceiving of the first year of teaching as
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requiring at least some level of collaboration. Stephanie, on the other hand, felt relaxed,
confident, and self-sufficient entering the school year. She was open to working with her
teammates, but also seemed self-assured that she could achieve her goals on her own. In
other words, Stephanie began the school year willing to collaborate, but not necessarily
conceiving of the first year of teaching as necessitating working with colleagues.
Ema’s and Isabel’s line of thinking in relation to their goals contributed to why
they frequently interacted with Jordan and Robyn from early on in the school year and
why they began the year working with these colleagues to question their practices and
reflect on the direction of their curriculum. Stephanie’s self-assuredness influenced why
she and Tracy quickly fell into a routine of interacting almost exclusively during their
scheduled common planning meetings and largely engaged in conversations that
remained at a distance from their instruction. Hence, among other factors, the novices’
approach to achieving their initial goals with relation to curriculum and instruction
profoundly influenced their initial interactions with their colleagues.
Collaboration and Reflection: A Typological Continuum
Throughout the year, all three novices reported feeling supported by several
teachers at Novelty. This support contributed to the new teachers’ identification with
their grade level and subject area colleagues and to the formation of their sense of place
at Novelty and as teachers, all of which is crucial if we are to encourage new teachers to
remain in the field and in their schools. However, this support looked different for each
of the novices and, ultimately, came to influence their development as teachers and their
conceptions of teaching in terms of the extent to which they believed teaching was a
collaborative versus individual endeavor.
One of the main sources of support for each of the participants was their common
planning teams. For Stephanie, this support involved access to Tracy’s Dropbox folder
with several worksheets per unit and reassurance from Tracy as to which subtopics to
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cover within a unit. As Stephanie explained, her encounters with Tracy mostly revolved
around “what am I supposed to do, not how do I do this.” For Isabel, her teammates
provided a constant flow of curricular and instructional resources, discussed how they
could deliver content more effectively, helped her prepare for her formal observation, and
reflected on what they could do differently the following year. Furthermore, Isabel and
Robyn worked together outside of these meetings to plan day-to-day lessons, debate how
to teach the material to their students, and exchange ideas and opinions related to content
and pedagogy. The support Ema received from the eighth grade humanities team, in
addition to curricular and instructional resources, came in the form of passionate
discussion rationalizing their teaching approaches, which pushed Ema to clarify her own
vision of the type of humanities course she wanted to teach. Additionally, Ema and
Jordan engaged in conversations beyond what took place at the team meetings to design
projects, pool and brainstorm interesting lesson ideas, and decide what to prioritize on
their curriculum map.
Using ideas from Little (1990) and Zeichner (1994), the work in which the novices
engaged with their teammates involved different types of collaboration and incorporated
reflection at a variety of levels. Little and Zeichner agree that it is too vague a statement
to make that teachers do or do not collaborate or reflect. As such, they argue that it is
necessary to closely examine what teachers are actually doing when they interact with
one another in order to understand the consequences with relation to teacher and student
learning.
Observing the novices’ interactions with their colleagues throughout the school
year at Novelty illuminated a relationship between the nature of collaboration and the
types of reflection in which the teachers engaged. Exploring how collaboration enabled
(or limited) certain types of reflection by the three new teachers and their colleagues at
Novelty builds on these authors’ ideas and, in the context of my socio-spatial analysis,
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helps us see more clearly how certain structures at the school (discussed in the
subsequent section) fostered or hindered certain types of collegial work.
Figure 2 is a diagram that maps forms of collaboration (as defined by Little, 1990,
discussed in detail in Chapter II) onto levels of reflection (as articulated by Gorodetsky
et al., 1997; van Manen, 1977; and Zeichner, 1994, also discussed in Chapter II). The
diagram shows that more independent forms of collaboration, such as storytelling and
scanning and aid and assistance, were linked with the technical and sometimes practical
domains of reflection. More interdependent forms of collaboration, like sharing and joint
work, were linked with reflection at the technical, practical, and critical levels. In other
words, the data demonstrated that the extent to which the teachers’ collaboration tended
toward independence limited the domains at which the teachers reflected to technical and
sometimes practical, whereas interdependent collaboration enabled all three levels of
reflection.
Figure 2. Typological Continuum, Collaboration  Reflection
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Technical reflection as enabled by storytelling and scanning. Technical
reflection enabled by storytelling and scanning can be seen in the winter eighth grade
math common planning meeting from Chapter VI, when Stephanie asked Tracy which
topics she needed to teach within the “sequences” unit according to the requirements of
the algebra state exam. This conversation left Stephanie feeling confident that she knew
what topics to teach and helped her feel supported in working toward her goal of teaching
the content on the state exam.
In this interaction, the two colleagues briefly checked in to make sure they were
efficiently attaining an end goal that they had accepted as their objective. As such, their
conversation remained at a distance from the instruction that was actually going on in
their classrooms, and they did not question the purpose of working to attain this
predetermined end. In other words, as these teachers engaged in what Little (1990) would
call storytelling and scanning, they were able to work together to reflect at what Zeichner
(1994) would deem the technical level.
When teachers reflect at the practical level, they question the effectiveness of their
instruction and begin to wonder if the goals toward which they are working align with
their values as educators. When they reflect at the critical level, they seek to make their
curriculum and its implementation more equitable in pursuit of a just society. Reflecting
at these levels involves substantive discussions that problematize goals and instruction
and question the worth of knowledge in terms of moral and ethical implications. When
the focus of teachers’ interactions is to support each other in efficiently working toward
accepted educational ends, they do not problematize instruction and pedagogy and are not
outwardly concerned about creating a more just society through their teaching. In other
words, because storytelling and scanning does not have practical or critical elements,
this independent form of collaboration keeps reflection at the technical level. There were
no examples of practical or critical storytelling and scanning in the data.
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Technical and practical reflection as enabled by aid and assistance. As Isabel
gained more confidence in her teaching, she began to use Suzanne as a more frequent
resource for lesson materials and instructional strategies. For example, when Isabel
started teaching “transformations,” Suzanne had just finished, so Isabel asked specific
questions as to how she taught the concepts. In response, Suzanne walked Isabel through
one approach she had tried with the students that she found too difficult for them and
suggested another approach that she thought was more effective. This practical reflection
was enabled by Suzanne’s willingness to offer assistance whenever Isabel asked.
However, in the aid and assistance form of collaboration, discussions about
teaching practice rest on implied asymmetries in teachers’ statuses and are sometimes
perceived as judgments about teaching competence. Suzanne was an important and
helpful resource for Isabel—Isabel knew she could go to her at any time for curriculum
resources and often used these resources in her own classroom. Yet, because Isabel often
felt judged by Suzanne—a teacher who was well-established at Novelty, she did not feel
comfortable revealing what went on inside her own classroom, preventing them from
engaging in a two-way dialogue about curriculum and instruction. Because Isabel did not
feel comfortable openly sharing her own ideas and opinions, as is typical of the aid and
assistance model, Isabel and Suzanne’s interactions incorporated technical and practical
elements, but did not enter the critical domain of reflection.
Technical, practical, and critical reflection as enabled by sharing and joint
work.
Sharing. At a common planning meeting in December, Jordan and Kathy were
discussing the extent to which each of them planned to incorporate Taming of the Shrew
into their curriculum. Kathy thought the team should be teaching the whole play in depth,
as indicated on the curriculum map. Jordan was also teaching the play, just not as her
main Shakespeare text. According to the map, the team was supposed to use Shakespeare
to explore gender, and Jordan thought it was important to use other texts in addition to
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Shrew to meet that goal. The whole team believed that gender was an important theme to
discuss throughout the school year and talking about this as a group encouraged them to
consider exploring it in a wider variety of ways than the original curriculum map
suggested.
When teachers engage in sharing, as in the above example with the eighth grade
humanities team, they routinely exchange ideas and expose their opinions and intentions
to each other. This visibility into each other’s curriculum and instruction allowed the
humanities teachers to work toward the predetermined objectives of the map while
simultaneously encouraging them to question whether their values aligned with the
educational goals they sought to achieve and to problematize their lessons and units with
relation to social aims. In other words, engaging in a more interdependent form of
collaboration enabled reflection at all three levels.
Joint work. In an interview with Jordan, she explained her and Ema’s agreement
that there was too much history to cover on the curriculum map. They understood that
they had to make choices as to what to prioritize, and they talked about those choices
together. For example, they determined that it would be a social injustice not to teach
imperialism, whereas some of the other teachers skipped over it. Similarly, because
racism and sexism were important parts of the curriculum, they wanted to showcase a
variety of authors, agreeing that the curriculum map as it stood was too “dead white men
dominated.” The two colleagues interacted regularly to openly discuss their goals for the
course and for their students in terms of social aims.
On the one hand, Jordan and Ema accepted that they were expected to use the
curriculum map to guide their instruction. However, they viewed the ends, the means,
and the context as problematic and worked together to create lessons and projects that
incorporated moral and ethical discourse into their practice. When teachers engage in
joint work, they take shared responsibility for each other’s progress and for the progress
of their students, and they work together to determine the priorities that guide their
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instruction. In addition to discussing present practice, joint work can also entail
conversations about future direction of curriculum and instruction in a way that
incorporates justice and equity and that questions the worth of knowledge. In the case of
Jordan and Ema, engaging in joint work enabled them to reflect at the technical,
practical, and critical levels.
Novices’ Conceptions as Related to Collaboration and Reflection Throughout
the Year
The types of collaboration in which the first-year teachers engaged at Novelty and
the levels of reflection that they reached while collaborating influenced the novices’
conceptions of what it meant to be a teacher in terms of working with their colleagues.
Isabel and Ema regularly discussed with their teammates not only what to teach but how
to teach it, and, alongside their teammates, they debated and questioned the purpose and
goals of their instruction. The interdependent and reflective nature of their collaboration
built on their initial conceptions of teaching as involving some level of collegial support
and shifted it to a conception of teaching as a joint activity in which problematizing their
work was an important part of their day-to-day responsibilities. Stephanie enjoyed
working with Tracy and appreciated her guidance around what topics to cover leading up
to the state exam, but the side-by-side rather than mutually dependent nature of their
relationship encouraged Stephanie to conceive of teaching not only as something she was
able to do by herself as she had in September, but as something she was proud to have
done all by herself without relying on anyone else. Although Stephanie viewed Tracy as a
supportive and helpful colleague, Stephanie looked back on her first year confirming her
initial belief that she hadn’t really needed support to achieve her goals.
In Isabel’s end-of-year interview, she shared that what surprised her most about the
career was how much time one could spend improving lessons. Robyn, in her fourth year,
was still making regular changes to both her curriculum and instruction, constantly
modeling for Isabel that the work of a teacher was never done and, furthermore, that that
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work was often done in conjunction with one’s teammates. In addition, Robyn believed
that having Isabel by her side enabled her to be a better teacher, resulting in a relationship
in which the teachers exerted reciprocal influence on one another’s practice. By June,
Isabel conceived of teaching not only as requiring help from her colleagues, as she had in
September, but also as involving ongoing work, much of which was done through
substantive and reciprocal interactions with other teachers.
Ema began the school year wanting to “come to my own philosophy of teaching”
and planned to use the disagreement of her teammates to help her achieve this goal. By
the end of the year, she was not ashamed to say she was “pushing an anti-racist, antisexist agenda” in her classroom, an agenda that was partially inspired by the sharing that
took place in the humanities team meetings and the joint work in which she engaged with
Jordan. She and Jordan frequently discussed how to approach concepts like racism and
feminism with their students, debating how to effectively and appropriately incorporate
those topics into their curriculum and instruction. Being part of a team that was
constantly assessing educational goals for the students and questioning the worth of
various types of knowledge, and working so closely with Jordan, who, in her third year at
Novelty, was still developing her own teaching practice, encouraged Ema to conceive of
teaching as an endeavor that necessarily involved interdependent forms of collaboration
and reflection at all three levels.
Zeichner (1994) argues that “the lack of a social forum for the discussion of
teachers’ ideas inhibits the development of the teacher’s personal beliefs because these
only become real and clear to us when we can speak about them to others” (p. 12).
Conversely, when such a social forum is present, the work of teachers has the potential to
become interdependent, thus encouraging teachers to reflect not only at the technical, but
also at the practical, and indeed at times (often in Jordan’s and Ema’s cases), the critical
levels. As demonstrated in this section, the extent to which this forum existed for the
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participants played a formative role in the novices’ end-of-year conceptions with regard
to the work of teaching.
Summary
The teams of teachers at Novelty were only able to reflect at the technical (aiming
to efficiently achieve predetermined ends) and sometimes practical (assessing
educational goals and wondering how well they are being accomplished) levels when
engaging in independent forms of collaboration like storytelling and scanning (learning
about each other’s practice through brief interactions and keeping conversation at a
distance from what goes on inside the classroom) and aid and assistance (readily offering
help when asked but limiting the depth of conversation related to instruction because
comments on teaching practices may be interpreted as judgments of teaching
competence). When teachers’ work was more interdependent (i.e., they openly discussed
their ideas about content and pedagogy, used collective judgment to reflect on their dayto-day lessons, and debated the direction of their curriculum), they reflected at the
technical, practical, and critical levels (i.e., they worked together to efficiently achieve
given ends, to assess the consequences of their instruction, and to question the moral and
ethical implications of their practice). It is important not to minimize the importance of
technical and practical reflections, as much of the work of teaching requires these types
of reflection. However, not reflecting at the critical level ignores an important thought
process that helps teachers improve their curriculum and instruction such that they are
working to create a more just and equitable society.

Arrangements of Space, Time, and Task
Linking the work of Little (1990) and Zeichner (1994) provided unique insight into
the value of regular, substantive interactions among teachers in schools. Understanding
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the relationship between these ideas exposes a need to examine how certain school
structures foster or constrain such interactions. Close attention to the arrangements of
space, time, and task at Novelty, as well as to the ways in which these elements were
interconnected, illuminated how these structures influenced the frequency and nature of
the first-year teachers’ interactions with their colleagues, thus playing a role in shaping
their conceptions of teaching and in forming their identities as teachers.
Figure 3, below, shows the locations of the focal participants’ classrooms as well
as the classrooms of some of their colleagues on the three main floors at Novelty. The
intention of the map is not to emphasize the physical component of space over the social,
nor does the map mean to detract from the importance of the interconnectedness of space,
time, and task. Rather, its purpose is to orient readers within the space of the building as
they progress through the remainder of the chapter.
Figure 3. Map—Key Classrooms at Novelty
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Space, Time, and Task as Related to Collaboration
If we think of collaboration as a “way of doing” rather than an activity,
we might find that many structures and routines could become venues for
high-quality interaction.
- Esther Quintero, Teaching in Context
Teaching is often conceived as an isolating and independent craft in which teachers
are perceived as not working when they are out of their classrooms or talking with their
colleagues (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). Yet, decades of research have pointed to the
benefits for both teacher and student learning when the work of teaching is done in
conjunction with colleagues (Johnson, 2004; Little, 1990; Quintero, 2017; Spillane et al.,
2017). Feiman-Nemser (2001) reminds us that the first years of teaching influence not
only whether teachers decide to stay in the field, but also the kinds of teachers they
become. Furthermore, learning to teach is not only about learning how to do what
teachers do. It is also about learning to believe what teachers believe in (Lampert, 2010).
If we know that instructional improvement is mostly likely to occur in schools where
teachers work together to interrogate their curriculum and pedagogy, it becomes crucial
for schools to educate novice teachers to conceive of teaching as a collaborative
endeavor. Closely examining the arrangements of particular structures at Novelty—
namely, space, time, task, and their interrelatedness—demonstrated how these
arrangements can function to encourage, foster, and confirm such a conception of
teaching and how they can also, best intentions notwithstanding, fail to do so.
Cobb et al. (2009) remind us that:
teachers’ instructional practices are not merely influenced by but are
partially constituted by the materials and resources that the teachers use in
their classroom practice, the institutional constraints that they attempt to
satisfy, and the formal and informal sources of assistance on which they
draw. (p. 166)
The arrangement of socio-physical space at Novelty, the time reserved for team meetings,
and the tasks in which the novices were expected to engage could each be perceived as
having played a unique role in the novices’ first-year experiences. However, theories of
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space and (novice) teacher learning encourage us to examine how these elements
functioned together to influence the novices’ interactions with their colleagues and, thus,
their conceptions of teaching as a joint versus individual endeavor.
According to Leana and Pil (2017):
The most important condition for improving adult learning is a safe and
supportive environment where educators can take risks, speak their truths,
reveal their vulnerabilities, and be actively engaged in getting better. (p. 167)
In order to create this condition, space, time, and task must be understood as mutually
influential in the experiences of teachers. For example, simply carving out time for
collaboration does not guarantee that that time will be used productively. The time “must
be in service of clear goals with a sense of collective effort and an orientation toward
improvement” (Allensworth, 2017, p. 158). In other words, teachers must perceive the
tasks they are assigned as most effectively tackled by depending on their colleagues
(Little, 1990).
In the case of Stephanie, sharing a grade level and subject area team with two very
experienced teachers, one of whom had his classroom on a different floor, coupled with
perceiving the primary function of her role as getting the students to do well on the state
exam, worked together to partially define her first-year experience. Todd was largely
absent from team meetings, and Tracy, as is often the case with more experienced
teachers (Spillane et al., 2017), did not typically seek instructional advice from her firstyear colleague. As such, she tended to let Stephanie dictate the nature of their
interactions. Since Stephanie prioritized the task of efficiently teaching the content on the
state exam and since she largely believed she could complete this task without help, she
and Tracy mostly engaged in the two more independent forms of collaboration and
technical and practical reflection.
With the exception of Dan, who took it upon himself to initiate almost daily
interactions with Stephanie regarding their co-taught class, Stephanie interacted more
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frequently on an unplanned basis with teachers who shared her students rather than her
content area. This seemed to be the case because the task of monitoring her students’
progress necessitated communicating with their other teachers, whereas teaching the
content on the algebra state exam was something Stephanie believed she could do on her
own. Also, teachers of shared students were more often within Stephanie’s functional
zone. Hence, due to the organization of time, space, and task, Stephanie had no stimulus
to change her conception of designing instruction as something that was done alone,
despite that, in her first interview, she had indicated a willingness to plan with her
colleagues more so than she had as a student teacher. Her conception of monitoring
student progress, however, seemed to shift toward interdependence, as she regularly
communicated with her students’ eighth grade humanities and science teachers.
Ema’s tasks of (re)learning the history content and figuring out what a humanities
course should look like necessitated regular conversation about curricular and
instructional priorities with her eighth grade humanities teammates. To some extent, Ema
believed that all of her teammates helped her become a better teacher. However, she was
not comfortable taking risks or exposing her vulnerabilities within the contentious space
of her team meetings, ultimately remaining quiet in these meetings throughout the year
and engaging in conversations around curriculum and instruction only with Jordan. Being
inspired by Jordan’s pedagogy, feeling supported by her intellectually and emotionally,
and having a classroom right next door to her contributed to the development of their
relationship as colleagues whose work was interdependent. Also, as a relatively new
teacher who was still developing her curriculum, Jordan believed she benefitted from
Ema’s resources as much as Ema benefitted from hers. To some extent, Ema’s sense of
self-efficacy stemmed from teaching a book no one else was teaching, giving her more
independence and ownership over her teaching practices. However, having a reciprocal
relationship with Jordan and being part of a team comprised of passionate and thoughtful,
albeit sometimes argumentative, colleagues helped Ema decide that humanities should be
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an interdisciplinary course and taught her that teaching was largely an exercise in which
teachers relied on each other to improve their practice.
For Isabel, the seventh grade math team meetings were a place to have thoughtful
and productive conversations about math curriculum and instruction. At the same time,
the meetings were a somewhat uncomfortable space for Isabel because Suzanne
sometimes made her feel inadequate as a teacher. Consequently, Suzanne became a
helpful resource predominantly for content material, whereas Robyn supported Isabel in
managing the multi-faceted intellectual and emotional demands of teaching. Hence,
space, time, and task functioned together such that Isabel’s one-on-one interactions with
Suzanne entailed more independent collaboration along with reflection at the technical
and practical levels, whereas Isabel and Robyn regularly engaged in sharing and joint
work, helping them to enter all three domains of reflection. Like Ema, Isabel’s sense of
self-efficacy relied to some extent on how she deviated from Robyn’s teaching approach.
However, come June, Isabel conceived of teaching as an activity that was most
effectively done in conjunction with others.
In the case of Isabel and Maria, space, time, and task seriously constrained their
interactions. When teachers experience competing demands for their scarce time and
uncertainty about why they are meeting (Isabel did not feel she had received enough
support from the school regarding how to co-teach), the effectiveness of their team is
compromised (Johnson et al., 2017). Maria made Isabel feel as if their co-taught class
was her last priority, and, as such, Isabel did not seem to want to force her to meet
weekly at a time that worked for both of them. Hence, although Isabel initially assumed
she would approach the task of co-teaching jointly with her co-teacher, the arrangement
of space and time constrained their interactions, making it difficult for Isabel to rely on
Maria in any capacity.
The following subsections highlight particular structures at Novelty that played
important roles in each participant’s first-year experience with regard to space, time, and
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task. These sections also underscore how the arrangements of these three elements played
varying roles in the participants’ experiences despite teaching at the same school.
Grade-level structures: Shared students and shared content. When
Dr. Caldwell rearranged the homerooms by floor, the intention was not solely for
physical convenience, but also to “bring more cohesiveness to a grade and give kids
across the grade opportunities to meet each other ... and teachers to work together”
(interview, Dr. Caldwell). Furthermore, each grade had lunch at the same time, creating a
full period each day during which most teachers of the same grade level were free.
Ultimately, this arrangement of space and time created early and frequent opportunities
for (new) teachers to interact with colleagues who taught the same students, thereby
strengthening the sense of community among teachers of the same grade level, helping
the novice teachers establish themselves among the teachers within their grade, and
revealing the benefits of collaboration. For example, Stephanie and Isabel found it easy to
regularly check in with teachers of shared students, as many of these teachers’ classrooms
were a few steps from their own and they often had at least one overlapping free period
each day. Similarly, these physical and temporal arrangements worked to facilitate
frequent interactions between Isabel and Robyn and between Ema and Jordan.
This homeroom arrangement, evidently conducive to constructive collaboration in
many ways, sometimes also played a part in less constructive developments, such as
infrequent interactions with teachers whose classrooms were on a different floor from
their own. This applied to teachers who taught grade levels different from the novices
and, as such, had their homerooms on a separate floor. Because Todd, for example, was a
sixth grade homeroom teacher, his classroom was on the third floor, contributing to why
he and Stephanie rarely interacted. Similarly, Maria’s schedule largely involved teaching
sixth grade, which resulted in her classroom being far from Isabel’s. In the cases of both
Todd and Maria, teaching multiple grade levels resulted in a full teaching load in which
neither teacher attended common planning meetings with their novice colleagues. Here,
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the relationship among space, time, and task worked to constrain interactions between
teachers rather than foster them.
The tasks in which grade-level teachers were expected to engage—for teachers of
shared students communicating about student progress and for teachers of shared content
delivering the content on the curriculum map—also functioned as motivators for some
teachers to work together. In the case of teachers of shared students, working amidst a
culture in which teachers viewed themselves as collectively responsible for student
progress and well-being, and having opportunities to regularly interact with these
colleagues, encouraged the novices to frequently communicate with them throughout the
year. These interactions solidified for all three novices that the work of teaching in terms
of supporting students is most effectively done in conjunction with others.
In the case of teachers who taught the same content, the curriculum maps provided
a sense of which topics were to be taught within each subject area at Novelty. The
existence of the map sent explicit messages to the new teachers that the faculty members
within a grade level and subject area at Novelty were, more or less, expected to cover the
same content in a particular order. The map, along with the knowledge that they each had
a team of colleagues who taught the same grade and subject, also made clear that the new
teachers would not be completely on their own to structure their respective curricula.
They had been assigned a place within their grade level and subject areas and, in part, due
to the map, had begun to identify with this place before even meeting their colleagues.
The maps also functioned to prompt the novices to consider when they might (or
might not) need to seek collegial guidance. For Stephanie, the algebra map encouraged
her to decide that she was comfortable and confident with the material and with how to
teach it, setting the tone for a more independent first-year teaching experience.
Furthermore, administration and the city’s department of education would be evaluating
Stephanie based on her students’ performance on the algebra state exam. It should not,
then, be surprising that her primary goal was for her students to do well on the exam and
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that her conceptions of her own role as an agent in her students’ learning were oriented
toward achieving this goal.
Isabel, on the other hand, knew she would want and need help planning the first
unit, which partially established conditions for working with and learning from her more
experienced colleagues. For Ema, the curriculum map reminded her that she had a lot of
history to (re)learn, which she would want to do alongside her teammates. The map also
put Ema in a difficult position from her first week at Novelty, as she had to determine
what she wanted a humanities course to look like, which she was concerned would, in
effect, align her with one part of her team over the other. Although her teammates’
difficulty with agreeing on what to prioritize served as an uncomfortable point of
contention—teaching her that “politicking” was inevitable even in schools and
discouraging her from speaking up in team meetings—being a member of the eighth
grade humanities team was an intense learning experience in terms of when collaboration
is or is not useful and/or possible. Ultimately, the curricular and instructional tasks in
which Isabel and Ema had to engage, along with the spaces and times during which they
engaged in these tasks, played a role in underscoring the value of working with their
colleagues.
Influence of weekly meetings on collegial interaction and possibilities for
collaboration. Nurturing social capital requires “intentional, coordinated, and systemic
strategies to ensure that high-quality professional interactions take place” (Quintero,
2017, p. 8). One of these strategies involves the arrangement of time. The ways in which
school leaders arrange time throughout the school day, week, and year have a direct
impact on the social relations that are built among faculty, as was the case for the
teachers at Novelty.
In the first few days of the year before the students arrived, the first-year teachers
learned about four weekly meetings they would be expected to attend: a faculty meeting,
a new teacher meeting, a common planning meeting, and (for teachers who would be
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co-teaching) a meeting with their co-teacher. Knowing that these meetings were part of
the culture at Novelty, the novices began to formulate early conceptions of what it meant
to be a teacher at their new school. Teachers at Novelty were expected to work together,
at least in some capacity. Novices and other teachers new to Novelty were entitled to
additional support to induct them into the world of teaching and/or to orient them to the
ways of their new school. Teachers of the same subject area and grade level
communicated regularly about what they were teaching.
At the weekly new teacher meetings, Dana and the newcomers created a space
where they could speak openly about challenges they were facing and where they could
ask questions without having to go out of their way. The teachers all seemed comfortable
in this space—conversation flowed easily and people did not seem shy to ask for help—
and, to some extent, they all found the meetings useful in terms of orienting themselves
to the culture and happenings at Novelty. Hence, these meetings often functioned to
encourage useful collegial interactions in which the novices felt safe and welcome.
Together, they would discuss behavior management strategies or help each other prepare
for upcoming events. However, the new teachers collectively believed that these
meetings did not need to occur every week, and some of them slightly resented having to
spend their time in the meetings when they were not discussing something that directly
pertained to them (e.g., when an extended conversation would ensue about co-taught
classes, but not every teacher co-taught). Had Dana received more explicit guidance as to
how to utilize this time when tasks were not as obvious (e.g., preparing for parent-teacher
conferences), the space of these meetings could have been used such that the newcomers
consistently believed that their time spent there was worthwhile.
Space, Time, and Task as Related to Teaching Identity and Sense of Belonging
Spaces are not just produced by the physicality of a structure. They are also
produced by the interactions—with other people and with our temporal and material
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environments—that take place within them (Massey, 1994). Buendia and Ares (2006)
define spatial practices as everyday practices of life that produce space in particular
ways. With particular attention to schools, examples of these spatial practices (e.g.,
teaching on the same floor as teachers of shared students and content, having weekly
meetings with various subgroups of teachers, former teachers leaving their old materials
in the previous classrooms, inviting students up at lunchtime) emphasize that space is
produced through the interplay of the social, the temporal, and the physical (McGregor,
2003). In addition to playing a role in the novices’ conceptions of teaching as (or as not)
collaborative, the interplay of space, time, and task also functioned to influence their
identities as teachers and their senses of belonging at Novelty.
For example, the organization of the homerooms by floor helped the novices
establish their identities as members of their grade-level teams. When Stephanie referred
to the second floor as “my floor” and “where I live,” she demonstrated that she saw
herself as having a place among the eighth grade teachers. Similarly, in Ema’s mid-year
interview, she expressed that, while she still needed to focus on “getting comfortable in
my classroom” and “in the school as a whole,” she felt “very comfortable in my place ...
as the eighth grade humanities teacher,” a feeling that was fostered, in part, by having a
classroom so close to Jordan’s. Hence, the arrangement of space on each floor
contributed toward Ema and Stephanie solidifying their identities within the walls of
Novelty.
The classrooms the new teachers were assigned also played a role in the formation
of their teaching identities and senses of belonging or, as Sen and Silverman (2013)
would say, their embodied placemaking within the space of their rooms. In the case of all
three novices, the previous inhabitants left materials behind, framing them as helpful
resources when, ultimately, these materials inhibited the novices’ sense of ownership of
the spaces. The inherited feeling associated with Ema’s classroom—felt also, though to a
lesser extent, by both Isabel and Stephanie—resulted in a sense of discomfort within that
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space, making it difficult for her to feel happy with it or to embody a sense of belonging
there. Consequently, Ema felt the need to devote time and energy throughout the school
year to work toward feeling comfortable in a space that still felt owned by another
teacher. Taking steps toward personalizing their classrooms—decorating the wall space,
hanging student work inside and just outside of their rooms, and, in Ema’s case, ordering
independent reading books—helped to mitigate this sense of unease. The books allowed
Ema to feel better acquainted with her bookshelves and more confident in recommending
books to her students.
The location of the novices’ classrooms within the school building played a role in
how the spaces within and just outside their rooms were produced. For example, Isabel
liked that her classroom was far from the main office so she did not have to worry about
administration overhearing the noise level. This allowed her to feel comfortable in her
classroom space without having to feel a constant sense of concern that what she was
doing might be judged by her superiors. Ema really liked being next door to Jordan, but
being close to Sabrina’s office prevented her from feeling totally welcome on the second
floor hallway. Established adults in schools have the power to manipulate space and,
thereby, interactions and relationships among novices and established members of the
community (McGregor, 2003). Feeling uneasy in Sabrina’s presence created an obstacle
in terms of Ema establishing herself socially among her colleagues.
Hence, the spatial practices that took place within and just outside of the novices’
classrooms influenced their sense of belonging in the spaces of their rooms as well as in
the school community. Paying attention to space in this way highlights an important
relationship between how space is arranged/produced and the experiences novices have
in their first year.
Lastly, the novices’ perception of what their responsibilities (i.e., tasks) were
expanded throughout their first year as they established their identities as teachers and
felt an increasing sense of belonging among the faculty. Isabel, for example, began to
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incorporate more projects, which often required her to venture with her students to the
computer labs on the second and third floors. Similarly, Ema and Jordan designed a
project that necessitated class time in the third floor library, and Ema formed a
relationship with a seventh grade teacher of color to discuss the possibility of forming a
committee at Novelty. Stephanie took on several responsibilities, such as helping out with
the school musical and supervising basketball, encouraging her to become familiar with
spaces such as the chorus room and the gym. Taking on these tasks legitimized the new
teachers’ presence in additional spaces around the school building, allowed them to feel
more welcome in these spaces, and encouraged them to continue expanding their
perceptions of their tasks as teachers.
Summary
In Little’s (1990) detailed analysis of accumulated literature on collegial relations,
she asked, “To what degree do schools structure the tasks of teaching to require and
reward interdependence among teachers?” (p. 511). At Novelty Middle School, space,
time, and task largely functioned together so as to prevent novices from feeling isolated,
to help them establish an identity and sense of place as teachers within the community at
Novelty and as professional educators, and, albeit to varying extents, to conceive of
teaching as work that is most effectively done in conjunction with other educators.
When the novices perceived their tasks as challenging, they sought help from their
colleagues and worked with their teammates to question and constantly improve their
practice. When the novices had a teammate who was relatively new to teaching (five
years of experience or fewer), they established a reciprocal relationship in which they
developed a mutual dependence in order to grow as educators. And when space was
arranged such that the novices were physically close to colleagues of shared content and
students, they interacted with those colleagues on a regular basis. In other words, when
space, time, and task functioned such that the first-year teachers felt supported, safe to
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take risks, and engaged in improving their practice, they worked with their colleagues to
take on the tasks of teaching.

Implications
Isabel and Stephanie are currently in their fourth years at Novelty. Ema, after
completing her third year there, returned to the West Coast, where she continues to teach.
Clearly, many structures at Novelty during the participants’ first-year experiences
encouraged them to remain in their schools and in the field for at least the short term.
Hence, much can be learned from Novelty Middle School regarding how to arrange
space, time, and task such that novices are encouraged to learn, grow, and feel satisfied
with their careers.
Implications for School Leaders
Some of the elements at play when structuring space, time, and task in a school are
beyond the control of school leaders. However, others, like those discussed in this
section, may be within their control and should be considered when trying to establish
productive and supportive conditions for first-year teachers.
School spaces should be organized so as to facilitate spontaneous, easy, and
frequent interactions among teachers; such arrangements can gain additional power by
being made so as to promote functional zones of teachers who share significant
educational responsibilities. Managing school spaces with these two priorities in mind
can, as this study has shown, contribute to beneficial outcomes, such as (new) teachers
conceiving of teaching as an activity that is done in conjunction with others. Teacher and
student learning are most likely to occur when teachers feel a collective responsibility for
each other and for the student body. Hence, structuring space, time, and task so as to
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foster interactions focused on shared goals is critical if schools are to create positive
environments for novices and maximize instructional improvement.
Creating and protecting weekly meeting time for subject area and grade level teams
also played an important role in the novices’ learning and sense of place. Additionally,
these meetings communicated to the novices from the start of the school year that
teaching at Novelty was not an individual craft. As a result, they all came to conceive of
teaching as a collaborative act (albeit to different extents), and they largely felt supported
throughout the year. Hence, school leaders should prioritize temporal arrangements and
socio-professional structures (such as the majority of those in place at Novelty) that
encourage subgroups of teachers to regularly talk about their curriculum and pedagogy.
However, it is important to note that designing spatial and temporal arrangements
that encourage collegial interaction is necessary but not sufficient for collaboration that
leads to instructional change and improvement in student learning. The multiple groups
of which the novices were a part (new teachers, grade level/subject area, co-teaching)
received varying levels of guidance, which, in turn, influenced what occurred in these
meetings. Papay and Kraft (2017) found that principals are central to the success of these
teams in terms of “setting worthy purposes, encouraging learning through collaboration,
and ensuring that teachers could safely express opposing views or explore new
approaches” (p. 27). In other words, school leaders can shape interactions about teaching
and learning so as to build social capital (Spillane et al., 2017). The tasks in which
teachers are engaged play a crucial role in the nature of their interactions (Papay & Kraft,
2017). School leaders need to be explicit in their expectations of groups of faculty
members. The humanities team, for example, spent a large portion of the year teaching
different topics at different times rather than trying to come together to agree on what to
teach and how to teach it, in part because Dr. Caldwell was not explicit until the spring
about the expectation to more closely align their instruction. The eighth grade math team
also may have benefited from administrative guidance—perhaps Dr. Caldwell or the
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assistant principal could have helped Tracy in providing the support for Stephanie that
Tracy instinctively believed she should provide.
It is also the responsibility of school leaders to empower and encourage
experienced teachers to act as mentors to their novice colleagues. Without this guidance,
more experienced teachers may only provide help when it is solicited for fear of
overstepping in the work of their newer colleagues (Little, 1990). Along the same lines,
teachers who are responsible for novice induction deserve adequate training and support
to maximize the benefits of such programs. Induction programs have the potential to
reduce attrition and turnover, develop more effective teachers, and increase a sense of
self-efficacy (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2012). Hence, it is critical for these programs to
support novices in productive ways and for their leaders to feel supported in this
important role. Furthermore, induction programs should be structured so as to explicitly
orient their newest members to the values of the school, as the novices’ values may not
align with those of the school. In particular, if a new teacher does not view questioning
their pedagogy through discussions with their colleagues as a necessary part of their
work, schools that view the work of teachers in this way should encourage these
conversations as part of the induction process.
Lastly, novice teachers are too often expected to teach courses out of their subject
area and/or courses for which they have little preparation (Feiman-Nemser, 2001).
Assigning the new teachers health, math skills, and co-taught courses added
responsibilities to their teaching loads for which they were not prepared. Furthermore, the
novices did not appreciate being told about these assignments once the school year had
begun. These assignments are not always within the control of school leaders, but
principals should make every effort to avoid them when it comes to first-year teachers.
When they believe they have no choice but to put these responsibilities on novices, they
should inform the new teachers as early as possible and provide them with resources to
support them in these assignments.

264
Implications for Teacher Educators and Education Policy
Pre-service teacher education programs should be structured so as to cultivate in
aspiring teachers dispositions of all three domains of reflection (Zeichner, 1994) and
interdependent forms of collaboration. Of course, school leaders and experienced
colleagues should also be working to cultivate such dispositions; however, novices’
entrance into the professional world of teaching should not be their first experience
problematizing curriculum and instruction alongside colleagues who seek to do the same.
In order to motivate teachers to engage in thoughtful work that leads toward
instructional change and improvements in student learning, they also need to be given
tasks that encourage them to engage in said work. When a significant portion of a
teacher’s evaluation (especially a novice and/or untenured teacher) stems from her
students’ performance on a mandated exam, it is difficult to expect her to conceive of her
role in her students’ learning as anything beyond efficiently delivering the content on that
test. Hence, (novice) teacher evaluation should place a stronger emphasis on pedagogical
growth, close work with colleagues, and curriculum and instruction that seek to create a
more just society.
Mentors (both official and unofficial) are capable of playing an important role in
supporting novice teachers in engaging in thoughtful work. However, when mentors and
mentees are poorly matched or when mentors report inadequate training and time in their
schedules to meet the developmental needs of their mentees, many of the potential
benefits are not realized (Johnson & Kardos, 2005). Hence, education policy and ongoing
professional development need to come together to provide more guidance, training, and
incentives to support experienced teachers in becoming effective mentors to their newer
colleagues.
Implications for Future Research
The findings of this study expose the need for additional research related to
(novice) teacher learning and to arrangements of space, time, and task in schools. For
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example, studies that explore in more detail novices’ conceptions of working with their
colleagues and reflecting on their practice in September as well as their perceptions of
how their pre-professional experiences shaped those conceptions would provide
additional insight into how and why their conceptions were established to begin with and
how and why their conceptions did or did not evolve over the course of their early years
in the field. This understanding could, then, appropriately inform pre-service and
induction programs, helping to structure them such that they orient novices to collective
conceptions of the work of teaching.
A study that closely examines experienced colleagues of first-year teachers to
understand why and how they do or do not feel willing and/or prepared and/or
empowered to support their novice colleagues would inform administrators and scholars
of education as to how to cultivate working relationships built on ideals of mutual support
and growth. And this support needs to come in many forms—novices need guidance in
developing their identities as teachers, in finding their place within their school
communities, and in taking on the ostensible roles of an effective educator.
There is also a need for a more longitudinal study of a school that plans to
significantly alter its socio-physical arrangements of space in order to better understand
how these changes influence faculty collaboration, reflection, and instruction. There is
much to be learned from following a school through the process of restructuring gradelevel and subject area teams, changing expectations around collaboration, and
reorganizing physical space to create functional zones that work toward establishing a
sense of community and collective responsibility among faculty. For example, had
scholars of education been observing these changes at Novelty over the past decade, we
would have more information as to how these efforts influenced the behaviors,
dispositions, curriculum, and instruction of various teams of teachers throughout the
school.
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Concluding Thoughts
“The important things that happen in the schools result from the interaction of
personalities ... the school is a social world because human beings live in it” (Waller,
1932/2014, p. 1). In order to attend to these “important things” (e.g., curriculum change,
pedagogical improvement, identity development), it is the responsibility of scholars,
school leaders, and educators around the nation to closely examine these interactions,
wondering how and why they occur, learning about their nature, and determining what
school structures foster and hinder interactions that build effective and satisfied educators
who work together for the benefit of each other and their students.
Research has shown that, “in the right context and with the right supports, teachers
welcome collaboration and thrive as team members” (Johnson et al., 2017, p. 56). As
Johnson et al. explain, “policy makers cannot continue to focus so narrowly on the
individual. Instead, effective teacher policy will require attending to the organizational
context of the schools in which teachers work and the interpersonal relationships that
form the basis for the context” (p. 33). If school and district leaders, policy makers, and
scholars of education work to arrange space, time, and task such that these structures
promote adult learning by organizing opportunities for educators to learn from and with
each other, if teachers have ownership of that learning, and if that learning is geared
toward creating a more just and equitable society, instructional practice will improve,
thus improving student learning.
Growing evidence that interdependent forms of collaboration are a key ingredient
in instructional improvement highlights the notion that “being willing to collaborate and
being skilled at collaboration should be core expectations of teachers’ work” (Ronfeldt,
2017, p. 88) and that these ideals should be considered in hiring and retention decisions
(Quintero, 2017). Furthermore, encouraging and supporting such collaboration should be
at the heart of teacher education and professional development efforts. The results of this
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study show that efforts toward fostering interdependent forms of collaboration and all
three domains of reflection—including being intentional about assignments of faculty and
staff to work spaces within their buildings (Spillane et al., 2017) and closely attending to
the types of interactions that take place throughout the socio-physical spaces of the
school—have the potential to broaden teachers’ professional identity to “include the
expectation that an effective teacher is a teacher that not only gets better but also helps
her colleagues get better as well” (Quintero, 2017, p. 213).
As scholars of education, it is not enough to learn how to discourage turnover and
attrition. We must determine how to maintain teachers who conceive of teaching as a
profession in which they are always working to improve their practice alongside
colleagues who aim to do the same. I am personally inspired by Starr’s (2017) questions:
What if we assumed that teachers want to do their best for children but
may not always know how? What if we assumed that teachers are unaware
of how their beliefs (about their students and themselves) may be
compromising their practice? (p. 166)
With these assumptions in mind, “a focus on teacher learning and adaptive change no
longer seems like a diversion or so unaffordable” (p. 166). This study has demonstrated
the importance of such a focus and encourages school leaders, practitioners, teacher
educators, and scholars of education to embrace it moving forward if we are to reduce
attrition and turnover, and develop and maintain effective and satisfied educators who
conceive of their role as necessarily working with their colleagues to improve student
learning with the goal of creating a more just society.
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Appendix A
Relationship Chart

Name

Dr. Caldwell

ISABEL

STEPHANIE

School Principal

# Years at Novelty
(including 2017-2018)
25 (12 as teacher,
13 as principal)

New Teacher Mentor Coordinator
Stephanie’s Mentor
Eighth Grade Science Teacher

11

Sabrina

Student Coordinator

16

Jordan

Eighth Grade Humanities Teacher

3

Kathy

Eighth Grade Humanities Teacher

14

John

Eighth Grade Humanities Teacher

11

Mary

Eighth Grade Humanities Teacher

11

Rebecca

Seventh Grade Humanities Teacher

5

Lionel

Sixth/Eighth Grade Science Teacher

18

Kaito

Student

Robyn

Seventh Grade Math Teacher

4

Suzanne Poller

Seventh Grade Math Teacher

16

Maria

Co-teacher

1

David

Student

Tracy

Eighth Grade Math Teacher

22

Todd

Eighth Grade Math Teacher

10

Dan

Co-teacher

3

Jessie

Eighth Grade Science Teacher

2

LEADERSHIP Dana

EMA

Position(s)

8th grader

7th grader
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Appendix B
First-year Teacher Semi-structured Interview Protocol:
Pre School Year Interview
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this study! Just as a reminder, the purpose
of my research is to understand your experience as you progress through your first year
of teaching. The interview will last 45-60 minutes, but your participation is voluntary and
you are free to stop the interview at any time. Before we start, I want to reassure you that
I will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality of your identity.
Do I still have your permission to record this interview?
After the interview is transcribed, I will send you the transcript so you can review it and
give me any feedback you might have. Do you have any questions or concerns before we
begin, either about this interview or about the study in general?
I’m really interested in two things, as much as you’d be willing to share with me today.
One is your journey of how you came to be a teacher. The other is about this year you are
beginning, and your thoughts and feelings about it. We can tackle these in either order.
Where would you like to begin?
Great! So what led to you become a teacher?

-

Possible prompts:
What kind of a “journey” was it for you?
What were some key experiences along the way?
Can you tell me about any experiences you have had working with children or
young people before college or before doing official teacher education?
What was your formal teacher education like? What stands out about it?
What was student teaching like for you? What did you take away from that
experience?

That was so helpful! Now let’s get into what you are thinking and feeling about the
upcoming school year.
Can you tell me how you came to get a job at this particular school?

-

Possible prompts:
What was the hiring process like?
What did you learn about the norms or atmosphere of the school during the hiring
process?
What kind of a school would you say this is, in a few words?
What is it easy to accept the position here or were there lots of things to weigh?
What is your role here?
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-

What responsibilities will you have, both in and out of the classroom?

Okay, before we wrap up, I am really interested to hear about your hopes for the school
year.

-

Possible prompts:
What aims do you have for yourself or your class?
How do you picture your classroom in your mind as things get underway?
What excites you?
What makes you worried or uncertainties are you feeling?

If time allows, possible additional questions:
-

What is most important to you as a teacher?
What, if anything, do you know or imagine about the kids, families, community,
etc.?
What do you know, and/or hope, about who you will be working with here
(colleagues, administrators)? How do you know this information?
Do you have any friends or acquaintances who are teachers? Are you in touch
with them?

Thanks so much for your time and for all of this helpful information! Just one more
thing...do you have any questions for me?
As I mentioned I will transcribe our conversation and send it to you. When there is a
good time for you it would be great if you would look it over and let me know if there are
any parts that seem wrong or unclear.
Thanks again! See you next on__________.
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Appendix C
First-year Teacher Semi-structured Interview Protocol:
Mid-year Interview
So here we are, about halfway through the school year. Before we get started do I still
have your permission to record this interview?
Just like last time, I will send you the transcript so you can review it and give me any
feedback you might have.
In this interview, I would like to focus on your experience as a teacher so far this year
and how it compares to what you imagined when we first met in August. I would also
like to ask you a little bit about the resources at this school and about some of the
relationships you have with your colleagues.
Can you start by telling me about what it has been like being a teacher at this school so
far?

-

Possible prompts:
How does it make you feel to be a teacher at this school?
How do you feel about your progress so far?
How does being a teacher compare to what you expected?
In the first interview you mentioned you were feeling excited about ______. How
do you feel about this now?
In the first interview you mentioned you were feeling concerns about ______.
How do you feel about this now?
What is your day-to-day like?

How do you think your experience here is similar to or different from other teachers at
this school?

-

Possible prompts:
How does being a first-year teacher here compare to being a more experienced
teacher here?
How do you think your experience compares to the experiences of the other firstyear teachers here?
How does being in your department compare to being in other departments?
How does teaching your courses compare to teaching other courses?

How has it been working with your colleagues?

-

Possible prompts:
How has it been working with the administrators?
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-

What happens when you need help with something? Who do you go to, if
anyone?
Have there been instances when you needed help, but for some reason did not get
the help you needed?

Thanks so much! This will be really helpful for me in understanding your relationships
with other people in and out of this school community that are playing a role in your first
year of teaching.
Before we wrap up, can you tell me a bit about the resources in this school?

-

Possible prompts:
What resources help you be a better teacher?
Are there resources you wish you had in this school?
How might these resources support your teaching?

Thank you again so much for your time and for all of this helpful information! Do you
have any questions for me before we finish?
Just like last time I will transcribe our conversation and send it to you and when there is a
good time for you it would be great if you would look it over and let me know if there are
any parts that seem wrong or unclear.
Thanks again! See you next on__________.
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Appendix D
First-year Teacher Semi-structured Interview Protocol:
End of Year Interview
So here we are at the end of the school year. You have a whole year of teaching under
your belt!
Now that you have officially completed your first year of teaching, how do you think the
year went?

-

Possible prompts:
How does your experience compare to what you expected before the year started?
In our first interview you mentioned your hopes for yourself were _________.
How does that align with what ended up happening this year?
Now that the year is over, how do you feel about being a teacher?
Did these feeling vary throughout the school year or did you mostly feel this way
throughout the whole year?
What about your first year has been a positive experience?
What about your first year has not been so positive?

We talked a bit about resources in the last interview. Have any resources changed since
you started here?

-

Possible prompts:
Have you started to use any resources differently over the course of the year?

In November, you so helpfully created a relational map. Here is a copy of it. Are there
any edits or additions you would like to make?

-

Possible prompts:
What has it been like working with the other teachers these past few months?
What has it been like working with the administrators these past few months?

Before we wrap up, I have a big question for you. Just do your best to answer it, or you
can skip it entirely if you are not sure of the answer. Do you envision a future for yourself
as a teacher? Why/why not? What about as a teacher at this school?
Thank you again so much! Interviews with you are always so helpful. Do you have any
questions for me before we finish?
I will send you the transcript for review as soon as I have it typed up. See you next on
__________!
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Appendix E
Colleague Interview Protocol
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this study! Just as a reminder, the purpose
of my research is to understand the experience of new teachers as they progress through
their first year. I asked you for an interview because I recently asked focal participant to
draw a map of the relationships s/he has with people in the school and s/he included you
as someone who plays an important role in his/her experience as a new teacher! The
interview will last 45-60 minutes, but your participation is voluntary and you are free to
stop the interview at any time. Before we start, I want to reassure you that I will take
every precaution to maintain confidentiality of your identity.
Do I still have your permission to record this interview?
After the interview is transcribed, I will send you the transcript so you can review it and
give me any feedback you might have. Do you have any questions or concerns before we
begin, either about this interview or about the study in general?
So for this interview, I am interested in two things as much as you’d be willing to share
with me. One is about your teaching experience as well as, more specifically, your
experience at this school. The second is about your relationship with focal participant.
Can you start by telling me about your teaching experience?

-

Possible prompts:
How long have you been a teacher?
Where else/in what other types of schools have you taught?
How did you come to work at this school?
What is it like being a teacher at this school?

Now let’s talk a little bit about focal participant. What has it been like working with
him/her?

-

Possible prompts:
Can you tell me a little bit about your relationship with him/her?
What circumstances led to you working closely with him/her?
Can you tell me about some specific interactions you’ve had that caused your
relationship to develop?
What are focal participant’s relationships like with other teachers in this school?
How do you think your first year teaching (here) compares to the experience focal
participant is having?
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Before we wrap up, can you tell me a little bit about the resources you have access to as a
teacher here?

-

Possible prompts:
Are there resources you wish you had in this school?
What is your classroom/are your classrooms like?
How does this compare to where focal participant teaches?

Possible additional question:
- Depending on how the interview is going and on my relationship with the teacher
I am interviewing, I may also ask how s/he thinks the year is going for focal
participant.
Thanks so much for your time and for all of this helpful information! Just one more
thing...do you have any questions for me?
As I mentioned I will transcribe our conversation and send it to you. When there is a
good time for you it would be great if you would look it over and let me know if there are
any parts that seem wrong or unclear.
Thanks again! See you/talk to you next on__________.
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Appendix F
Administrator Interview Protocol
Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this study! Just as a reminder, the purpose
of my research is to understand the experience of new teachers as they progress through
their first year. I asked you for an interview because you are playing an important role in
____’s experience. The interview will last 45-60 minutes, but your participation is
voluntary and you are free to stop the interview at any time. Before we start, I want to
reassure you that I will take every precaution to maintain confidentiality of your identity.
Do I still have your permission to record this interview?
After the interview is transcribed, I will send you the transcript so you can review it and
give me any feedback you might have. Do you have any questions or concerns before we
begin, either about this interview or about the study in general?
For this interview, I am interested in two things as much as you’d be willing to share with
me. One is about your experience in the field of education as well as, more specifically,
your experience at this school. The second is about your role in focal participant’s
experience here.
Can you start by telling me about your role in this school?

-

Possible prompts:
How long have you been in this role?
Have you had other roles at this school?
Have you had this role at other schools?
How do you feel about your role here?
What makes you proud to work at this school?

Can you tell me about the professional community at this school?

-

Possible prompts:
What expectation, if any, is there for teachers to work together?
What types of tasks do teachers work together on, like curriculum, committees,
clubs, sports, etc.?
Why do they work together at these times?
Do you think colleagues here feel responsible for each other and/or for each
other’s students? Why/Why not? What factors are at play here?

Okay, let’s switch gears a bit. I’d like to know a little about the hiring process and about
how focal participant’s course load and schedule were determined.
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Can you please tell me about this school’s hiring process?

-

Possible prompts:
What is your role in the hiring process?

I’d also love to know what you think about how new teachers are brought on here?

-

Possible prompts:
What do you think the experience of a first-year teacher is like at this school?
Can you tell me about any supports put into place for first-year teachers here?
How do you think these supports function for the first-year teacher?
What do you know about how a teacher’s schedule gets developed here?
Is this at all different for teachers who are new to teaching?
What do you know about how focal participant’s course load was determined?
What about the other responsibilities s/he has?
What thoughts went into figuring out what classroom(s) s/he would teach in?
What thoughts went into deciding which periods s/he would teach/have free?
How do you think these factors have played into his/her experience as a first-year
teacher?

So how do you think focal participant thinks his/her year is going so far?
Thanks so much for your time and for all of this helpful information! Just one more
thing...do you have any questions for me?
As I mentioned I will transcribe our conversation and send it to you. When there is a
good time for you it would be great if you would look it over and let me know if there are
any parts that seem wrong or unclear.
Thanks again! See you/talk to you next on__________.
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Appendix G
First-year Teacher Informed Consent

Title: The Role of Collegial Interactions in the Experiences of First-year Teachers:
A Spatial Perspective
Researcher: Jessica Smagler, Teachers College, 516-375-7435, jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu

INTRODUCTION
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “The Role of Collegial
Interactions in the Experiences of First-year teachers: A Spatial Perspective.” You qualify
to take part in this research study because you are a first-year teacher who is new to the
full-time workforce. Approximately five-ten people will be invited to participate in this
study and it will last from August to June.
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?
This study is being done to determine how first-year teachers’ interactions with their
colleagues influence their establishment in their school communities.
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS
STUDY?
If you decide to participate, I will observe you during the school day approximately twice
per month throughout the school year. These observations will take place in settings such
as your classroom, during your free periods, and at faculty meetings.
I will also ask you participate in approximately three interviews. These interviews will
take place at your school and will last for approximately 45 minutes to one hour. During
the interviews, I will ask you to describe what led you to become a teacher as well as
your experience throughout the year as a teacher at this school. These interviews will be
audio-recorded and transcribed. If you do not wish to be audio-recorded, you not be able
to participate. You will be given a pseudonym in order to keep your identity confidential.
Once transcribed, I will send you the transcriptions and you will have the opportunity to
provide feedback.
In addition to the interviews, I will ask you to take me on approximately two walking
tours of your school outside of school hours. These tours will last approximately 15-30
minutes. On these tours, I will ask you to describe the spaces throughout the school
building and how you use or do not use them. Ideally, these tours will be audio- and
video- recorded, but if you do not wish to have them recorded, I will take detailed notes
during the tours instead.
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Lastly, I will ask you to keep a mentor log. The purpose of this log is to keep track of
both routine and memorable interactions with colleagues and will indicate who the
interaction was with, when it took place, and what you discussed.
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING
PART IN THIS STUDY?
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in your daily teaching
life. However, there are some risks to consider. You might feel embarrassed to discuss
problems that you experience while working in your school and/or uncomfortable having
an observer in the room while you are teaching. However, you do not have to answer any
questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about and the observations are not
evaluative and will not be shared with supervisors.
You may have a potential loss of confidentiality, as I will be sharing my findings with
other educators and university faculty. However, the name of you, the students, and your
school will not be identified.
To minimize these risks, I will take precautions to keep your information confidential and
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity by using a pseudonym instead
of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked
in a file drawer.
You may stop the interviews or turn off the recorder at any time. You may also ask the
researcher to delete certain sections of an interview recording. You do not have to answer
any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about. You can stop
participating in the study at any time without penalty.
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS
STUDY?
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit
the field of teacher education to better understand how to create positive experiences for
future first-year teachers in secondary schools.
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?
You will not be paid to participate in this study. There are no costs to you for taking part
in this study.
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?
The study is over when you have completed the interviews, walking tours, and mentor
log and when I have finished conducting observations, with data collection lasting from
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August until June. However, you can leave the study at any time even if you haven’t
finished.
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY
The researcher will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office.
Any electronic or digital information (including audio and video recordings) will be
stored on a computer that is password protected. Regulations require that research data be
kept for at least three years.
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the researcher. The results of
this study will be published in journals and presented at academic conferences. Your
name or any identifying information about you will not be published.
CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING
Audio recording and video recording are part of this research study. You can choose
whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be audiorecorded, you will not be able to participate in this research study. If you decide that you
don’t wish to be video-recorded, you can still participate in this study.
______ I give my consent to be audio-recorded ________________________________
Signature
______ I do not consent to be audio-recorded _________________________________
Signature
______ I give my consent for the tours to be video-recorded ______________________
Signature
______I do not consent for the tours to be video-recorded ________________________
Signature
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an
educational setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College
______________________________________
Signature

___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside
of Teachers College Columbia University ______________________________________
Signature
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___I consent for a professional transcriptionist, to transcribe audio-recorded interviews.
______________________________________
Signature
___I do not consent for a professional transcriptionist, to transcribe audio-recorded
interviews.
______________________________________
Signature
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT
The researcher may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the
researcher, Jessica Smagler, at 516-375-7435 or at jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu.
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you
should contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics
committee) at 212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at
Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.
The IRB is the committee that oversees human research protection for Teachers
College, Columbia University.
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PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS
•
•
•
•
•
•

I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had
ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and
benefits regarding this research study.
I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.
The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional
discretion.
If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue
my participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.
Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent,
except as specifically required by law.
I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.

Print name: _______________________________________Date: _________________

Signature: ________________________________________
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Appendix H
Colleague/Administrator Informed Consent
Title: The Role of Collegial Interactions in the Experiences of First-year Teachers:
A Spatial Perspective
Researcher: Jessica Smagler, Teachers College, 516-375-7435, jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu

INTRODUCTION
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “The Role of Collegial
Interactions in the Experiences of First-year teachers: A Spatial Perspective.” You qualify
to take part in this research study because you are the colleague of a first-year teacher
who is new to the full-time workforce. Approximately ten-fifteen people will be invited
to participate in this study and it will last from August to June.
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?
This study is being done to determine how collegial interactions influence the
maintenance and establishment of community in your school.
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS
STUDY?
If you decide to participate, I will ask you to allow me to attend new teacher meetings
about twice per month and attend common planning meetings about four to five times
throughout the school year. During these meetings, I will take observational field notes,
which may include paraphrased comments and direct quotes from all meeting attendees.
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING
PART IN THIS STUDY?
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in your daily teaching
life. However, there are some risks to consider. You might feel uncomfortable knowing I
am taking notes during these meetings. However, you do not have to divulge anything
you do not want to talk about, and you may ask me not to paraphrase or quote a particular
comment at any time.
You may have a potential loss of confidentiality, as I will be sharing my findings with
other educators and university faculty. However, the name of you, the students, and your
school will not be identified.
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To minimize these risks, I will take precautions to keep your information confidential and
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity by using a pseudonym instead
of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked
in a file drawer.
You may ask the researcher not to quote you or paraphrase something you said at any
time. You do not have to answer any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk
about. You can stop participating in the study at any time without penalty.
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS
STUDY?
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit
the field of teacher education to better understand how to create positive experiences for
future first-year teachers in secondary schools.
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?
You will not be paid to participate in this study. There are no costs to you for taking part
in this study.
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?
The study is over for you at the end of the school year, in late June. However, you can
leave the study at any time even if you haven’t finished.
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY
The researcher will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office.
Any electronic or digital information will be stored on a computer that is password
protected. Regulations require that research data be kept for at least three years.
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the researcher. The results of
this study will be published in journals and presented at academic conferences. Your
name or any identifying information about you will not be published.
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT
The researcher may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.
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I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the
researcher, Jessica Smagler, at 516-375-7435 or at jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu.
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you
should contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics
committee) at 212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at
Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.
The IRB is the committee that oversees human research protection for Teachers
College, Columbia University.
PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS
•
•
•
•
•
•

I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had
ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and
benefits regarding this research study.
I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.
The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional
discretion.
If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue
my participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.
Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent,
except as specifically required by law.
I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.

Print name: _______________________________________Date: _________________

Signature: ________________________________________

294

Appendix I
Colleague/Administrator Informed Consent (for Interviews)

Title: The Role of Collegial Interactions in the Experiences of First-year Teachers:
A Spatial Perspective
Researcher: Jessica Smagler, Teachers College, 516-375-7435, jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu

INTRODUCTION
You are being invited to participate in this research study called “The Role of Collegial
Interactions in the Experiences of First-year teachers: A Spatial Perspective.” You qualify
to take part in this research study because you are the colleague of a first-year teacher
who is new to the full-time workforce. Approximately five-ten people will be invited to
participate in this study and it will last from August to June.
WHY IS THIS STUDY BEING DONE?
This study is being done to determine how collegial interactions influence the
maintenance and establishment of community in your school.
WHAT WILL I BE ASKED TO DO IF I AGREE TO TAKE PART IN THIS
STUDY?
If you decide to participate, I will ask you participate in approximately one-two
interviews. These interviews will take place at your school and will last for
approximately 45 minutes to one hour. During the interviews, I will ask you to describe
your experiences teaching at this school as well as your relationship with a first-year
teacher, who is a focal participant of this study. I will also ask about school climate for
beginning teachers, such as teaching loads, professional development, and mentoring.
These interviews will be audio-recorded and transcribed. If you do not wish to be audiorecorded, you not be able to participate. You will be given a pseudonym in order to keep
your identity confidential.
WHAT POSSIBLE RISKS OR DISCOMFORTS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING
PART IN THIS STUDY?
This is a minimal risk study, which means the harms or discomforts that you may
experience are not greater than you would ordinarily encounter in your daily teaching
life. However, there are some risks to consider. You might feel embarrassed to discuss
problems that you experience while working in your school and/or uncomfortable
discussing your relationships with the first-year teacher. However, you do not have to
answer any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about.
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You may have a potential loss of confidentiality, as I will be sharing my findings with
other educators and university faculty. However, the name of you, the students, and your
school will not be identified.
To minimize these risks, I will take precautions to keep your information confidential and
prevent anyone from discovering or guessing your identity by using a pseudonym instead
of your name and keeping all information on a password protected computer and locked
in a file drawer.
You may stop the interviews or turn off the recorder at any time. You may also ask the
researcher to delete certain sections of an interview recording. You do not have to answer
any questions or divulge anything you don’t want to talk about. You can stop
participating in the study at any time without penalty.
WHAT POSSIBLE BENEFITS CAN I EXPECT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS
STUDY?
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study. Participation may benefit
the field of teacher education to better understand how to create positive experiences for
future first-year teachers in secondary schools.
WILL I BE PAID FOR BEING IN THIS STUDY?
You will not be paid to participate in this study. There are no costs to you for taking part
in this study.
WHEN IS THE STUDY OVER? CAN I LEAVE THE STUDY BEFORE IT ENDS?
The study is over for you when you have completed the interview(s), occurring sometime
between September and June. However, you can leave the study at any time even if you
haven’t finished.
PROTECTION OF YOUR CONFIDENTIALITY
The researcher will keep all written materials locked in a desk drawer in a locked office.
Any electronic or digital information (including audio recordings) will be stored on a
computer that is password protected. Regulations require that research data be kept for at
least three years.
HOW WILL THE RESULTS BE USED?
This study is being conducted as part of the dissertation of the researcher. The results of
this study will be published in journals and presented at academic conferences. Your
name or any identifying information about you will not be published.
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CONSENT FOR AUDIO AND OR VIDEO RECORDING
Audio recording and video recording are part of this research study. You can choose
whether to give permission to be recorded. If you decide that you don’t wish to be audiorecorded, you will not be able to participate in this research study. If you decide that you
don’t wish to be video-recorded, you can still participate in this study.
______ I give my consent to be audio-recorded _________________________________
Signature
______ I do not consent to be audio-recorded __________________________________
Signature
WHO MAY VIEW MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY
___I consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed at an
educational setting or at a conference outside of Teachers College
_______________________________
Signature
___I do not consent to allow written, video and/or audio taped materials viewed outside
of Teachers College Columbia University ______________________________________
Signature
___I consent for a professional transcriptionist, to transcribe audio-recorded interviews.
_______________________________________
Signature
___I do not consent for a professional transcriptionist, to transcribe audio-recorded
interviews.
______________________________________
Signature
OPTIONAL CONSENT FOR FUTURE CONTACT
The researcher may wish to contact you in the future. Please initial the appropriate
statements to indicate whether or not you give permission for future contact.
I give permission to be contacted in the future for research purposes:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
I give permission to be contacted in the future for information relating to this study:
Yes ________________________ No_______________________
Initial
Initial
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WHO CAN ANSWER MY QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY?
If you have any questions about taking part in this research study, you should contact the
researcher, Jessica Smagler, at 516-375-7435 or at jbs2223@tc.columbia.edu.
If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject, you
should contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (the human research ethics
committee) at 212-678-4105 or email IRB@tc.edu. Or you can write to the IRB at
Teachers College, Columbia University, 525 W. 120th Street, New York, NY 1002.
The IRB is the committee that oversees human research protection for Teachers
College, Columbia University.
PARTICIPANT’S RIGHTS
•
•
•
•
•
•

I have read and discussed the informed consent with the researcher. I have had
ample opportunity to ask questions about the purposes, procedures, risks and
benefits regarding this research study.
I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to participate or
withdraw participation at any time without penalty.
The researcher may withdraw me from the research at his or her professional
discretion.
If, during the course of the study, significant new information that has been
developed becomes available which may relate to my willingness to continue
my participation, the investigator will provide this information to me.
Any information derived from the research study that personally identifies me
will not be voluntarily released or disclosed without my separate consent,
except as specifically required by law.
I should receive a copy of the Informed Consent document.

My signature means that I agree to participate in this study.

Print name: _______________________________________Date: _________________

Signature: ________________________________________

