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The purpose of this study was to investigate factors contributing to the longevity of four 

early-career (5 to 10 years of experience) K–5 elementary general music teachers in Title I 

schools situated in four regions of the United States. The central research question was: How did 

early-career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools describe the opportunities and 

challenges that contributed to their decisions to continue teaching? Using Deci and Ryan’s 

theory of self-determination as a theoretical framework, I analyzed how the four teachers 

reflected on the degree to which they each possessed autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

through recounting their perspectives, stories, and experiences. Although the participants shared 

many commonalities, they also experienced challenges and opportunities unique to their teaching 

environments. Results were mixed regarding their levels of autonomy and relatedness, but all 

four teachers possessed a high level of competence, which was likely a contributing factor to 

their longevity and potential to continue teaching. Nurture and care for children also emerged as 

a prominent theme from the results, which required the application of a separate theoretical 

framework. Noddings’s theory of the ethic of care served as a lens for examining the myriad 

ways each participant demonstrated love, care, and concern for her students. All four teachers 

strongly expressed the important role their love of working with children and seeing them grow, 

progress, and learn played in their desire to continue teaching. Of all the contributing factors, the 

participants’ ethic of care seemed to be the most significant influence on their decisions to 

continue teaching. They also spoke extensively about the role of their love for music as a subject. 

Conclusions address implications for the field and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

For 16 years, I was a general music teacher at five different elementary schools located in 

three Texas public school districts. In each school, my students came from diverse 

socioeconomic backgrounds that included children from low-income households eligible for free 

or reduced school lunch, alongside children from upper middle-class homes living lives of 

relative comfort. I saw each K–5 class once a week for 45 to 50 minutes, which made it difficult 

to realistically and adequately teach all the material the state music standards required. In 

addition, it was challenging to provide all the experiences I thought were essential, but I learned 

to be selective about the materials I chose and made the most of my allotted time. My class sizes 

were sometimes larger than ideal, but since they were typically self-contained classes of the 

same grade level, with an occasional double class, they were manageable. 

While I always could have used more funding, I essentially had access to almost 

everything I needed and could plan from year to year with the anticipation of similar funding the 

next year. Sometimes, I even received financial assistance for travel to attend professional 

development conferences and workshops. Despite the typical challenges of teaching, most of my 

administrators valued their music programs and supported my efforts to provide the students a 

quality music education. I also maintained consistently positive relationships with my 

administrators and teaching colleagues, many of whom have become life-long friends. 

Not long into my teaching career, I noticed new challenges with each passing year. Every 

August, staff development seemed to consist of additional days of meetings with fewer 

opportunities to work in the classroom planning my curriculum and after-school ensemble 

repertoire. During the school year, there were ever more staff development meetings held on 
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student holidays or after school, many of which did not seem relevant to me as a general music 

teacher. Moreover, the school year seemed to end increasingly later every spring. Many of my 

colleagues and I often expressed frustration with these additional meetings that, on the surface, 

did not make an apparent difference in our performance as music teachers. 

Navigating classroom management expectations was another challenge that became more 

prevalent each year. In some instances, classroom disruptions and interruptions were the norm 

rather than the exception. With increases in school violence, I also noticed a growing emphasis 

on security that required additional duties before, during, and after school. The contract time at 

which I was required to arrive on campus seemed to be earlier and earlier, but the result was not 

additional instructional time with my students. In spite of these challenges, I remained 

committed to teaching elementary general music, and I continued to feel motivated both by 

music and by my personal interactions with students, parents, and colleagues. I enjoyed directing 

an after-school choir and an instrumental ensemble, and during my tenure in elementary music, I 

mentored numerous student teachers from local universities. In fact, until I decided to pursue a 

terminal degree in music education, I was committed to a long-term career as an elementary 

general music teacher. 

Several of my music teacher colleagues, however—particularly novice teachers—were 

leaving their jobs after only a few years. They offered a variety of reasons for quitting: some 

wanted to be stay-at-home moms; some wanted a better salary; and some simply did not enjoy 

being a music teacher because of negative experiences with principals, classroom management, 

or the overall school environment. During recent years, I have engaged in several informal 

conversations with career music teachers who have recounted that an increasing number of their 

inexperienced colleagues have simply left teaching to pursue a different career. While some left 
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the field, others, including me, changed schools. The longest period I continued teaching at any 

one school was 9 years, and the shortest period was 1 year. 

As I began presenting staff development workshops at conferences and music education 

associations outside of Texas, I met teachers from myriad teaching situations, in both public and 

private schools, experiencing varied levels of support from their school communities. These 

teachers received wide-ranging amounts of funding and dealt with a host of administrator 

attitudes about the importance of relevant professional development. Sometimes, I met teachers 

from Title I schools who had access to federal funding assistance or grant money to purchase the 

best equipment for their music classrooms. Many also received funding that fully covered their 

tuition to numerous professional development conferences, workshops, or summer courses. 

As I presented more workshops, I began to notice a pattern in the types of questions I was 

asked, particularly from teachers in Title I schools. Many workshop attendees wanted to know 

how they could find outside sources of funding, how to convince their administrators they 

needed a better schedule, or how to successfully teach unmanageably large class sizes with an 

inadequate number of instruments. Many teachers described a lack of adequate funds, resources, 

and support to feel successful in their respective teaching situations. Often, they recounted 

stories of principals with little understanding of the role of music education in an elementary 

school, including how it should be implemented (e.g., scheduling, funding, etc.). I also 

encountered teachers unable to attend their state or national music education conferences because 

they were not allowed time away from school due to a lack of available personal days, or 

because they could not afford to pay their own travel expenses in addition to conference 

registration fees. 
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These resilient teachers made an impression on me and caused me to wonder what the 

contributing factors were that influenced their decisions to continue teaching despite the 

challenges they faced. Perhaps there were also opportunities of which I was unaware. I also 

wondered how certain early-career elementary general music teachers became so resilient, 

continuing to teach past their first 5 years—many even succeeding and thriving—while teacher 

attrition rates have continued to increase, especially in urban and rural schools often designated 

Title I (Horng, 2005; McCaw, Freeman, & Philhower, 2002). Research has revealed that early-

career teachers (e.g., Keigher, 2010), including early-career music teachers (e.g., Hancock, 

2009), are leaving the field at alarming rates. What are some of the contributing factors that have 

caused others to stay and continue teaching? 

 

Background 

Researchers have reported continually increasing rates of teacher attrition for almost 30 

years (Achinstein, Ogawa, & Sexton, 2010; Goldring, Taie, & Riddles, 2014; Ingersoll, Merrill, 

& Stuckey, 2014; Keigher, 2010; Whitener, Lynch, & Fondelier, 1997). Through much of this 

research, it has become apparent that the highest rates of teacher attrition are occurring among 

beginning teachers, particularly those in their first 10 years of service (Luekens, Lyter, & Fox, 

2004), or more commonly during their first 5 years of service (Freedman & Appleman, 2009; 

Gray & Taie, 2015; Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll, Alsalam, Quinn, & Bobbitt, 1997; Ingersoll, 

Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014). Increased teacher attrition has been particularly impactful to urban 

and rural schools (Britt-Stevens, 2014; Darling-Hammond, Furger, Shields, & Sutcher, 2016; 

Guin, 2004; Ingersoll, 2004), and prevalent among teachers who belong to a racial minority 

(Ingersoll & May, 2011; Quartz et al., 2008). 
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Across a number of studies, researchers have reported similar contributing factors for 

these high rates of teacher attrition. Most typically, they have included an unmanageable 

workload paired with increased extra duties and non-teaching tasks (Goldring et al., 2014), 

inadequate salary and benefits (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016; Ingersoll, 2004), a lack of 

support and autonomy from administrators (Ingersoll, 2004; Whitener et al., 1997), and increased 

occurrences of disrespectful or dangerous student behavior and discipline problems (Ingersoll, 

2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Whitener et al., 1997). Often, teachers have reported these 

difficult working conditions in urban schools, many of which are designated Title I. These 

schools frequently serve larger percentages of minority students (African-American, Latinx, 

immigrant, etc.) and/or students living with poverty (Guin, 2004; Horng, 2005; Ingersoll et al., 

2014; Quartz et al., 2004). The result is that many of America’s most vulnerable students have 

been left with inexperienced teachers ill-prepared to teach effectively and who also do not 

remain in their positions long enough to improve their teaching skills (Darling-Hammond et al., 

2016; Ingersoll et al., 2014). 

Researchers in the field of music education have found similar contributing factors for 

high rates of attrition among music teachers (Dempsey, 2009; Hancock, 2003, 2008, 2016; 

Kuntzelman, 2016; Russell, 2012). These factors have included excessive amounts of work 

unrelated to music teaching, inadequate administrative support, large class sizes that are difficult 

to manage, and student removal from music classes for tutoring or standardized test preparation. 

As with general education teachers, a greater number of music educators who had changed 

schools or left teaching were responsible for teaching larger percentages of minority students 

(Russell, 2012), with many of them teaching in urban and rural schools often designated Title I. 
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Despite the challenges, many educators have chosen to remain in the field and to 

continue teaching. In the literature, researchers have used the term resilience to describe teacher 

longevity that overcomes challenges (Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011; Bobek, 2002; Brunetti, 

2006; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Gu & Day, 2007, p. 1302). Teachers who are resilient tend to 

thrive—rather than merely survive—and may increase their self-competence through dealing 

with difficult situations. They also often demonstrate an ability to adapt and bounce back. 

Researchers have classified the sources of teacher resilience as being either intrinsically or 

extrinsically motivated (Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011). Intrinsically motivated teachers 

have been found to possess a sense of agency, which involves the ability to control one’s own 

circumstances, and to possess a sense of achievement, which is a feeling of pride and confidence 

in one’s own competence (Howard & Johnson, 2004). Rather than behaving as victims, resilient 

teachers often take charge in order to solve problems that affect their surroundings (Patterson, 

Collins, & Abbot, 2004). Resilient teachers, though, may also need extrinsic motivation, which 

often comes from their available support networks and collegial relationships with 

administrators, colleagues, and parents (Bobek, 2002; Le Cornu, 2013), as well as with the 

students themselves (Brunetti, 2006; Le Cornu, 2013). An important component in an early-

career teacher’s support network is the availability of a mentor. Mentors can help teachers learn 

from their mistakes and reflect on their own practice (Black, 2004), while also serving as an ear 

to listen to the teachers’ frustrations or celebrate their accomplishments. 

Researchers studying resilience among music educators have found that many music 

teachers who continue working in the field have indicated that the most significant factor(s) for 

their retention included a specific “love” for either working with music and/or working with 

children (Tarnowski & Murphy, 2002). Resilient music teachers also indicated a need for 
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professional development opportunities, specifically intended for music educators, to help them 

remain motivated and engaged (Tarnowski & Murphy, 2002). As with general education 

teachers, the quality of administrative support, teaching schedule, curriculum, and availability of 

resources and equipment were all important factors that contributed to teacher attrition and 

retention. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

What contributing factors lead some music teachers to persevere beyond their early years 

despite the high attrition rates reported by other music teachers in similar settings? Seibert (2008) 

sought answers to this question by examining the longevity of 15 K–12 career music educators 

with 5 to 23 years of teaching experience situated within a single school district in the 

northeastern United States. The teachers taught a mix of secondary choral, secondary 

instrumental, and elementary general music. Seibert applied Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of 

self-determination—a theory positing human motivation as a continuum from amotivation at one 

end to intrinsic motivation at the other—as a theoretical framework to examine the longevity of 

these teachers. The theory asserts that an individual’s motivation (self-determination) to engage 

in any activity (self-regulation) is dependent upon the degree to which three innate psychological 

needs are present: (a) autonomy; (b) competence; and (c) relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Deci 

and Ryan codified all intentional human behaviors as either autonomous (self-determined) or 

coerced (controlled). On one hand, controlled behaviors result when an individual’s ability to 

choose is limited or removed, while on the other hand, self-determined behaviors indicate the 

presence of choice. As the capacity for autonomous behavior increases, so does enjoyment and 

satisfaction in the activity. However, as coerced behavior increases, enjoyment and satisfaction 
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in the activity decrease. Researchers employing the theory of self-determination seek to explain 

the reasons for human motivation and perseverance based on the nature of the social 

environment in which a person interacts. This social environment can either encourage or inhibit 

motivation and perseverance—hence, the level of one’s self-determination. 

By analyzing participant transcripts from a series of focus group interviews, Seibert 

(2008) applied the three inherent psychological needs posited by the theory—autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness—to examine teacher longevity. First, Seibert found that career 

music educators were autonomous because they are usually the only teachers on campus who are 

not just experts in music as a discipline, but also experts in the processes of teaching it. As a 

result, music educators often need to feel that their administrators trust them and that they are 

permitted to control many of the decisions directly impacting their music programs. Second, 

career music educators demonstrated competence by seeking relevant professional development 

opportunities, from both within and outside their school districts, to broaden their skill sets. In 

addition, they valued student performances as a way to demonstrate these music teaching skills 

through showcasing student accomplishments. Finally, music educators demonstrated 

relatedness by actively seeking ways to connect with other music educators through conference 

attendance and by participating in or volunteering to lead local and state music teaching 

organizations and associations. They also worked to maintain healthy and positive relationships 

with their colleagues, administrators, and parents. 

One purpose of the theory of self-determination is to help explain experiences related to 

human motivation; “its arena is the investigation of people’s inherent growth tendencies and 

innate psychological needs that are the basis for their self-motivation and personality integration, 

as well as for the conditions that foster those positive processes” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 68). 
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Notably absent from this particular theory, when applied to educational settings, is the construct 

of nurturing and caring for students. The unique relationship between teachers and students in 

which teachers feel a responsibility to nurture, care for, and protect students—particularly 

children—is not readily explained by the theory of self-determination. Teachers are typically 

responsible not only for teaching educational content, but also for maintaining a safe and 

nurturing learning environment where children can thrive and succeed. Therefore, autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness may not be the only factors contributing to a teacher’s longevity. 

Teachers may also remain resilient because of their strong sense of love and care for their 

students. To examine this natural instinct to care, as it relates to early-career elementary general 

music teacher longevity, I have selected Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as an 

additional theoretical framework. Noddings asserted that “caring should be at the heart of the 

educational system” (Owens & Ennis, 2005, p. 393). 

Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care comprises three distinct characteristics 

describing myriad ways teachers show care and concern for their students: (a) engrossment; (b) 

commitment; and (c) a motivational shift. Through engrossment, teachers accept the feelings of 

their students and perceive them to be relevant and meaningful. Commitment refers to the ways 

teachers proactively move past superficial gestures and responses to their students’ needs by 

making it a priority to care for them above all else. A motivational shift occurs when a teacher 

views an issue or situation through the students’ perceptions rather than relying solely on his or 

her own perceptions. This allows a teacher to understand better what motivates a student to act or 

react in a particular situation. According to Noddings (1984), the four types of action teachers 

take to show care for their students include modeling ways to care for others, engaging in 

dialogue with students about caring for others, providing opportunities for students to practice 
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demonstrating care for others, and using confirmation as an act of encouraging and affirming the 

best in others. “Teachers need to be able to care for themselves, their students, the content, and 

other members of the school community. Too often, that ability to care is assumed rather than 

nurtured or taught” (Owens & Ennis, 2005, p. 392). 

 

Purpose of the Study 

Because reported attrition rates are highest among early-career teachers, particularly in 

urban and rural schools, there is a need for a study examining teacher longevity among early-

career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools. Moreover, there is an additional need 

to examine how elementary general music teacher longevity is affected by a teacher’s sense of 

responsibility for nurturing and caring for students—their ethic of care. The purpose of the 

present study was to investigate teacher longevity among four early-career K–5 elementary 

general music teachers in their fifth through tenth year of service in a Title I school during the 

2017–18 school year. I selected the theory of self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985) and the 

theory of the ethic of care (Noddings, 1984) as theoretical frameworks for this investigation. Of 

primary interest was why these particular music educators continued teaching in their respective 

settings despite reported high attrition rates among similar teachers in similar settings with 

similar years of experience. 

Using qualitative inquiry, I selected four participants—one teaching elementary general 

music in a Title I school located in each of four select regions of the United States—to provide 

data through a Skype interview, an on-site interview, weekly journaling, and an online focus 

group discussion. The central research question I addressed in the study was: How did early-

career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools describe the opportunities and 
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challenges that contributed to their decisions to continue teaching?  I used the following four 

sub-questions to guide the investigation more specifically by applying Deci and Ryan’s (1985) 

theory of self-determination and Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as theoretical 

frameworks: 

1. How did the participants perceive their autonomy when describing experiences 

related to scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, input into decision 

making, funding, teaching environment, and being evaluated, and how did these 

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

2. How did the participants perceive their competence when describing experiences 

related to career preparation, classroom management, professional development, and 

work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to continue 

teaching? 

3. How did the participants perceive their relatedness when describing experiences 

associated with professional networking, mentoring, relationships with colleagues and 

administrators, and the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these 

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

4. How did the participants perceive their ethic of care when describing feelings and 

experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and how did these 

feelings and experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

I sought answers to these questions by collecting and analyzing qualitative data from four 

sources: (a) direct observation of each participant teaching and interacting with students in her 

school environment; (b) analyses of transcripts from online and on-site interviews; (c) analyses 

of five weekly participant journal submissions; and (d) analysis of a transcript from an online 
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focus group discussion with the four participants. I conducted this study to elucidate the 

phenomenon of early-career elementary general music teacher longevity in Title I school settings 

by allowing each of the participants’ own words and experiences tell the story of why they have 

persevered. 

 

Operational Definitions 

This section includes definitions of terms that require clarification in order to understand 

their meaning within the context of the present study. General music refers to group music 

instruction during which students learn through experiencing a wide range of activities like 

singing, creative movement, dancing, playing instruments, and listening. This mode of 

instruction includes varying degrees of learning by rote, learning and using music notation, and 

performing music from various styles and genres. General music classes are the most common 

type of music instruction found in elementary schools (Grades PK–6) in the United States. 

The term teacher refers to any full- or part-time school staff member teaching one or 

more regularly scheduled classes (Whitener et al., 1997) from kindergarten through 5th grade in 

a public elementary school. Additionally, I refer to three types of teachers in the study. Stayers 

are those who remain in the same teaching position at their school from one year to the next; 

movers are teachers who continue teaching the next year, but in a different school; and leavers 

are teachers who completely leave the field (Whitener et al., 1997). Teacher attrition refers to a 

teacher who has chosen not to remain in the same teaching position the following year either by 

changing jobs or by leaving the profession altogether (Keigher, 2010). Within the present study 

therefore, teacher attrition is used to refer to both movers and leavers.  
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The focus of this study is the unique, lived experiences that have contributed to four 

early-career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools deciding to continue teaching. 

Within the study’s context, early-career elementary general music teachers refers to elementary 

general music teachers teaching in their fifth to tenth year of service at the time of the study. I 

chose to investigate the experiences of this particular group of teachers because of the high rates 

of teacher attrition reported among similar teachers within this particular range of years in the 

field. Many teachers leave or move during their first 5 (Gray & Taie, 2015; Ingersoll, 2004) to 10 

(Luekens et al., 2004) years of service. Often, these teachers work in schools designated Title I. 

The four participants I selected are all in-service early-career general music teachers in 

elementary schools designated Title I by the U.S. Department of Education. Title I designated 

schools are public or private schools receiving federal funds to supplement local funding in order 

to help students from low-income households and students living with poverty meet mandated 

state standards for achievement. Title I funds are required by law to supplement, not supplant, 

local funds to which a school is already entitled. To be designated Title I, at least 40% of a 

school’s total enrolled students must qualify for free or reduced lunch (Funk, 2012), even though 

in some Title I schools, as many as 75% or more of the students may qualify (Conway & 

Holcomb, 2008). Because higher numbers of low-income students, as well as those living with 

poverty, reside in urban and rural areas, the number of Title I designated schools in these areas is 

often higher (Funk, 2012). 

 

Limitations 

To conduct this study, I located, recruited, and collected qualitative data from four 

participants with 5 to 10 years of teaching experience. Each was employed as an elementary 
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general music teacher in a public school located in one of the four designated census data 

collection regions of the United States as reported by the biennial Schools and Staffing Survey 

(SASS): West, South, Midwest, and Northeast (Schools and Staffing Survey, n.d.). The four 

teachers I selected taught in Title I schools in urban, rural, and suburban settings during the 

2017–18 school year. I chose these four contrasting regions of the United States to examine the 

same phenomenon—early-career elementary general music teacher longevity in a Title I 

school—in a variety of settings (Creswell, 2013) across the United States. 

I chose qualitative inquiry, a method of inquiry in which researchers explore human 

experiences, rather than examine the cause-and-effect relationships between measured variables 

and an unknown or predicted outcome, to analyze the data (Huff, 2009). These human 

experiences included, but were not limited to, “culture, phenomena, structural processes, or 

historical changes” (Grbich, 2013, p. 5). As part of my research design, I examined assumptions 

through a philosophical worldview using two select theoretical frameworks as an interpretive 

lens. This process helped clarify the meaning of specific problems and situations as individuals 

and groups—the participant(s)—understood them (Creswell, 2013). The design methodology I 

chose was the “collective case study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 99), also referred to sometimes as a 

multiple case study, in which the researcher gathers qualitative data from two or more cases (the 

participants) to understand the phenomenon under investigation with descriptive depth. In this 

study, the phenomenon being investigated was early-career elementary general music teacher 

longevity in a Title I school. Although the goal of qualitative research is to describe the unique 

outcomes and perspectives of each case, rather than to establish widespread generalizability, 

there may be resultant generalizability that arises because of similar circumstances across cases 

(Grbich, 2013). When describing the characteristics of qualitative research, Grbich (2013) stated 
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that, generalizability “is local and conceptual only” (p. 5) and that “the outcome sought is the 

development of explanatory concepts and models” (p. 26) without widespread generalization.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I review findings from extant literature related to attrition and resilience 

among general education teachers and music teachers and discuss the contributing factors 

documented as having influenced both phenomena. Major topics include: (a) continually 

increasing teacher attrition rates in general education, urban and rural schools, and music 

education; (b) the factors contributing to high attrition rates in general education, urban and rural 

schools, and music education; (c) an introduction to the U.S. Department of Education’s Title I 

program; (d) the role of teacher stress and teacher burnout; and (d) teacher resilience in general 

education, urban and rural schools, and music education, along with descriptions of interventions 

that may optimize retention. I conclude the chapter with a summary of findings from the 

literature and how these findings connect to the present study investigating early-career 

elementary general music teacher longevity in Title I settings. 

Continually Increasing Teacher Attrition Rates 

Attrition of General Education Teachers 

One of the primary sources of data collected on the characteristics and demographics of 

America’s teachers is the biennial Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS), administered seven 

times between 1987 and 2011. After 2011, this survey was renamed the National Teacher and 

Principal Survey (NTPS), with only one administration during the 2015–16 school year (Schools 

and Staffing Survey, n.d.). Questionnaire responses that comprise the data for each 

administration of the SASS come from four regions of the United States as organized by the U.S. 
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Census: (a) the West, including Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, 

Utah, Nevada, Washington, Oregon, California, Alaska, and Hawaii; (b) the South, including 

Delaware, Maryland, the District of Columbia, Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, South 

Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, 

Oklahoma, and Texas; (c) the Midwest, including Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, 

Minnesota, Iowa, Missouri, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas; and (d) the 

Northeast, including Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, 

Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania (Whitener et al., 1997). 

During the school year directly following each administration of the SASS, participants 

completing the questionnaire take an additional survey, the Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS). 

Administrators for this survey gather information about actual teacher attrition and mobility 

since the previous year’s administration of the SASS. Furthermore, as part of this survey, 

participants submit reasons that influenced their decisions to stay, move, or leave. Stayers are 

teachers who remain in the same teaching position from one year to the next; movers are teachers 

who continue teaching but change schools; and leavers are teachers who completely leave the 

profession (Whitener et al., 1997). The term teacher refers to any full- or part-time school staff 

member teaching one or more regularly scheduled classes from kindergarten through 12th grade 

in a public or private school (Whitener et al., 1997). Attrition refers to both movers and leavers, 

meaning teachers who do not remain in the same teaching position the following year due to 

changing jobs or leaving the profession. 

Results from past administrations of the Teacher Follow-Up Survey have indicated a 

progressive increase in teacher attrition rates for almost 30 years. In the 1990–91 SASS, barely 

3.0% of teachers reported a desire to leave teaching (Choy, Henke, Alt, Medrich, & Bobbitt, 
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1993), but, according to the TFS, the actual teacher attrition rate from 1990–91 to 1991–92 was 

5.1% for public school teachers and 12.3% for teachers in private schools (Bobbitt, Leich, 

Whitener, & Lynch, 1994). However, the TFS for the 1994–95 to 1995–96 school years reported 

a teacher attrition rate of 6.6% for public school teachers and 11.9% for private school teachers. 

At that time, the two most cited reasons teachers left were retirement (27.4%) and 

pregnancy/child rearing (14.3%) (Whitener et al., 1997). However, among public school leavers, 

17.9% cited student discipline problems and dissatisfaction with a career in teaching as their 

reasons for leaving; 17.6% reported poor student motivation; and 15.3% cited inadequate support 

from their administrators (Whitener et al., 1997). 

The TFS results for the 2001–02 to 2002–03 school years indicated that overall teacher 

attrition had increased to 15.0%—more than twice as high as in the prior TFS and higher than 

any previous year’s data—with private school teachers still leaving at higher rates (13.0%) than 

public school teachers (7.0%) (Luekens et al., 2004). By this time, however, the percentage of 

teachers reporting dissatisfaction with teaching as their reason to move or leave had increased to 

32.0% (up from 17.9%), and a lack of support from administrators as a reason increased to 

38.0% (up from 15.3%). It is particularly notable that findings in TFS data from 1993 to 2001 

indicated increases in the number of public school teachers with upwards of 10 years of 

experience having decided to change schools (10.2% from 1999–00 to 2000–01, an increase of 

0.03% since 1995), or leave the profession (7.1% from 1993–94 to 1994–95, an increase of 2.4% 

since 1992) (Luekens et al., 2004). 

By 2010, overall teacher attrition reported in the TFS for the 2007–08 to 2008–09 school 

years had increased by one-half percent to 15.5% with 7.6% of total teacher respondents 

identifying as movers and 8.0% as leavers (Keigher, 2010). In this particular report, however, it 
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was notable that an increasing number of teachers leaving education were doing so soon after 

they had just begun teaching. Among public school teachers with only 1 to 3 years of experience, 

barely over 77.0% were stayers with 9.1% of them leaving completely (Keigher, 2010). Among 

public school teachers with 4 or more years of experience, 55.3% moved to another school 

within their district while 42.3% moved to a different district (Keigher, 2010). Ingersoll et al. 

(2014) found that after the 1987–88 school year, approximately 6,000 first-year teachers left 

teaching, but after the 2007–08 school year, that number increased by over four times, to about 

25,000 teachers. This meant that by 2008–09, beginning teachers were increasingly less likely to 

remain in education. 

The most recent TFS documented teacher attrition rates from the 2011–12 to 2012–13 

school years. Overall attrition had only slightly increased to 16.0% with movers comprising 

8.0% and leavers another 8.0% (Goldring et al., 2014). Once again, though, attrition rates were 

the highest for teachers with only 1 to 3 years of experience. Beginner attrition rates were as high 

as 20.0% with 7.0% of them leaving education completely (Goldring et al., 2014). Gray and Taie 

(2015) investigated teacher mobility and attrition as part of a 5-year longitudinal study beginning 

with the 2007–08 school year and ending with the 2011–12 school year. Their findings supported 

those of Ingersoll et al. (2014) and Keigher (2010) that new teachers were leaving the profession 

at high rates. By the second year, 10.0% of the nearly 2,000 beginning teachers surveyed did not 

continue teaching; by the third year, 12.0% had left; by the fourth year another 15.0% had left; 

and finally, by the fifth year, 17.0% were no longer teaching (Gray & Taie, 2015). 

Darling-Hammond et al. (2016) suggested that increasing teacher attrition has significant 

potential to negatively impact the quality of education for future generations of students, 

especially America’s vulnerable population of minority and low-income students. Ingersoll 
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(2004) suggested that a minimal level of teacher attrition is to be expected, even necessary for 

developing leadership and encouraging fresh ideas. However, high rates of attrition are 

consequential to students’ education, as well as expensive for school districts. Nationally, 

replacing just one teacher who leaves the field has, in some situations, cost up to $18,000 in total 

expenses for recruitment, induction, and professional development, resulting in a total national 

cost of over $7 billion annually (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016). Moreover, many of the teachers 

recruited to replace teachers who left needed temporary permits, waivers, or alternative forms of 

certification in order to teach. For example, in California during the 2013–14 school year, almost 

twice as many low-income (e.g., students from households receiving welfare benefits or students 

eligible for free or reduced lunch) and minority students (e.g., African-American or Latinx) were 

in classrooms with teachers who held waivers and had not yet entered teacher preparation 

programs (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016). Excessive teacher turnover often results in a loss of 

human resources and costly investments in teacher development, training and hiring, and 

disruption to school environments (Ingersoll & May, 2011). High attrition rates among novice 

teachers may mean that the field loses newcomers before they can become experienced, effective 

teachers (Ingersoll et al., 2014). 

According to Ingersoll et al. (2014) teachers were found to comprise the largest 

occupational group in the United States with the number of teachers entering the field increasing 

at a faster rate than the number of students. They also found that today’s teaching force is 

simultaneously becoming older and “greener” (Ingersoll et al., 2014, p. 11). Due to mid-career 

switching, a tenth of all new teachers in the 2011–12 school year were over 40 years old while 

almost a third were over age 29. In the same school year, the modal (most frequent) years of 

teacher experience was 5 years. During the 1987–88 school year, only 84,000 new teachers 
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joined the field; 20 years later in 2007–08, 239,000 were added; and in 2011–12—despite 

layoffs—there were 1.7 million teachers (45.0% of America’s teachers) with fewer than 10 years 

of experience (Ingersoll et al., 2014). This meant that many new teachers were entering the field, 

but more were leaving than entering, reflecting the reported high attrition rates. Also significant 

was the fact that “high-poverty” (Ingersoll et al., 2014, p. 18) and “high-minority” (Ingersoll et 

al., 2014, p. 18) urban and rural schools were experiencing the highest teacher attrition rates 

(Ingersoll et al., 2014). While overall teacher attrition in 2000–01 was 15.0%, the rate was 22.0% 

in what Ingersoll (2004) referred to as urban and “high-poverty schools” (p. 2). Many who chose 

to teach in these schools were minority teachers (e.g., African-American and Latinx). At the start 

of the 2003–04 school year, approximately 47,600 minority teachers entered the field, but by the 

next year, up to 56,000 had left teaching. This meant that about 20.0% more minority teachers 

left teaching than entered during that particular school year (Ingersoll & May, 2011). In the 

2004–05 school year, minority teacher turnover was 18.0% higher than White teacher turnover, 

and in 2008–09, it was 24.0% higher (Ingersoll & May, 2011). 

 

Teacher Attrition in Urban and Rural Schools 

Since 1988, some of the highest teacher attrition rates have been associated with teachers 

of color (Achinstein et al., 2010) and urban and rural schools (Horng, 2005; McCaw et al., 2002). 

Several researchers have examined the challenges associated with urban and rural schools and 

how they are associated with increased attrition. According to Guin (2004), attrition increased in 

schools with higher populations of minority students and students of poverty—students often 

located in urban and rural Title I schools. 
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Researchers have found that teacher attrition rates correlate with academic achievement. 

As student academic achievement decreased, teacher attrition increased, leaving students most in 

need of an experienced teacher with one likely having fewer than 5 years of experience 

(Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Horng, 2005). The Illinois State Board of Education stated that 

in the year 2000, 42,000 students were taught by “unsuitably qualified teachers” (McCaw et al., 

2002, p. 1). Haberman (2005) indicated that 50.0% of new teachers in urban school districts left 

within the first 5 years and that often, new teachers would not apply for, nor accept, jobs in an 

urban school because of the unique challenges that were often present. Rural schools experienced 

difficulties recruiting and retaining teachers primarily because of their remote locations (McCaw 

et al., 2002). In some cases, educational programs such as speech therapy or music could not be 

offered because of a lack of available teachers with specialized certifications. 

 

Attrition among Music Educators 

Madsen and Hancock (2002) and Hancock (2009) specifically addressed teacher attrition 

in music education. Madsen and Hancock (2002) examined music teacher attrition and retention 

among 137 respondents who had completed a bachelor’s degree in music education during the 10 

years prior to their study. At the time of the study, 24 of the respondents (over 17.0% of the 137) 

were no longer teaching music. After 6 additional years, 122 of the original 137 were surveyed 

once again, with an additional 34.0% reporting a decision to stop teaching. In 2009, Hancock 

investigated the retention, migration, and attrition rates of music educators surveyed along with 

where they went and what they did. Between 1988 and 2001, 10.0% of music teachers moved to 

different schools and 6.0% each year left teaching—attrition rates similar to those of general 

education teachers. Eighty-four percent (84.0%) stayed in their same teaching position, but of 
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those who left, 28.0% sought further education, 23.0% retired, 21.0% simply left education 

altogether, 14.0% went to non-teaching jobs in education, and 12.0% became homemakers. It 

was notable that one third of the former music teachers surveyed indicated their intent to return 

to teaching within 5 years (Hancock, 2009). 

 

Factors Contributing to Teacher Attrition 

Contributing Factors in General Education 

Across multiple studies, researchers have documented similar factors contributing to 

increasingly high rates of teacher attrition with most attributed to job dissatisfaction, student 

discipline/classroom management problems, and school organizational problems (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2016; Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Whitener et al., 1997). Darling-

Hammond et al. (2016) reported that high rates of attrition among beginning teachers were, in 

part, due to inadequate preparation prior to teaching along with no access to an experienced 

mentor. Teachers who left the field reported inadequate salary/compensation, inadequate support 

from administrators (especially when related to classroom management), a lack of autonomy 

(i.e., opportunity to contribute to school decision making), and interruptions to teaching time 

(Ingersoll, 2004). These issues were particularly evident in schools with a higher enrollment of 

students living with poverty (e.g., Title I schools), schools with a majority enrollment of minority 

students, and urban and rural schools (Ingersoll, 2004). Ingersoll et al. (2011) reported similar 

findings when investigating the shortage of minority teachers. Twenty-six percent (26.0%) of 

teachers in high-poverty schools reported serious discipline problems compared to only 11.0% 

by teachers in low-poverty schools. An average of 28.0% of teachers in urban schools reported 

inadequate textbooks and supplies compared to only 19.0% in suburban public schools. And 
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finally, 36.0% of teachers in high-poverty public schools reported low levels of classroom 

autonomy compared to only 23.0% reported by teachers in low-poverty schools (Ingersoll et al., 

2011). Both Whitener et al. (1997) and Ingersoll and May (2011) reported similar findings when 

examining student discipline, administrative support, and teacher autonomy. Teachers reported 

lower levels of autonomy in high-poverty schools (36.0%), high-minority schools (36.0%) and 

urban schools (36.0%), compared to those teaching in low-poverty (23.0%), low-minority 

(19.0%), and suburban schools (26.0%). 

 

Contributing Factors in Urban and Rural Schools 

Contributing factors unique to the environments of urban and rural schools have also 

been found to impact teacher attrition rates. Guin (2004) determined that attrition increased 

accordingly with decreases in teachers’ favorable perceptions of the school climate, principal 

leadership, teacher influence and respect, and collegial interactions among teachers. One of the 

most cited reasons for increased teacher attrition in urban schools was a lack of administrative 

support for teachers experiencing detrimental student behavior and discipline problems (Kokka, 

2016). McCaw et al. (2002) found that teachers expressed trepidation about teaching in rural 

areas due to perceptions they held that rural communities had “substandard housing” (p. 4) and 

that local residents were reluctant to accept “nonlocal persons” (p. 4). Potential rural teachers 

were not comfortable with the idea of feeling isolated in “a homogeneous [small town] 

atmosphere” (p. 4). 

Haberman (2005) probed beyond the typical factors often attributed to teacher attrition, 

such as overwhelming workloads, discipline problems, low pay and respect, and a lack of 

administrative support, to uncover factors unique to urban and rural settings. After moving past 



25 
 

their initial answers, teachers admitted a lack of desire to teach children who did not speak 

English, children who were Black or culturally different, or children from families who observed 

religions different from that of the teacher’s. An overarching belief became apparent that these 

children were incapable of learning or achieving anything. In short, some teachers reported not 

being able to connect with “these” (Haberman, 2005, p. 5) children. 

Guin (2004) listed five characteristics associated with urban schools that have been 

impacted by teacher attrition: (a) continual disruption of instructional programs; (b) repetition of 

professional development with each arrival of new teachers; (c) an inability of teachers to 

collaborate because of new coworkers arriving constantly; (d) a lack of trust among teachers in 

schools with higher attrition; and (e) fewer applicants to fill teacher vacancies due to attrition. 

According to Quartz (2003), previous efforts to reduce attrition rates were focused solely on 

teacher supply and recruitment rather than on teacher retention. Both Freedman and Appleman 

(2009) and Quartz et al. (2004) have suggested that reducing teacher attrition in urban schools is 

essential for improving learning opportunities for the students who attend them. They also 

suggested that this task will require reforming not only teacher education/preparation programs 

but also long-standing school policies (Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Quartz et al., 2004). 

McCaw recommended that rural school administrators engage in proactive efforts to recruit 

teachers to their communities by preparing to offer signing bonuses and letters of intent at job 

fairs, along with highlighting the advantages of living in small, rural communities. 

 

Contributing Factors in Music Education 

Researchers have found many of the same factors contributing to music teacher attrition 

that general education and urban/rural teachers have reported (Dempsey, 2009; Hancock, 2008, 
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2016; Kuntzelman, 2016; Russell, 2012). Hancock (2016) investigated the perceptions of music 

teachers who had either moved schools or left teaching during the previous year. Those who 

moved schools reported finding better working conditions, intellectual challenges, administrative 

support, a feeling of personal accomplishment, and the ability to make a difference for their 

students. Those music educators who left teaching reported improved opportunities for career 

advancement, workloads that were more manageable, and a better work–life balance (Hancock, 

2016). Russell (2012) surveyed 321 secondary music educators about their career paths and plans 

to stay, move, or leave and found that stayers reported more satisfaction with their schools’ 

professional environment and students than those with plans to move or leave. The percentage of 

teachers planning to stay the next year at suburban schools was 78.4%; the percentage of those 

planning to stay at rural schools the next year was 71.7%; those planning to remain in urban 

schools the next year was 57.4%., and those planning to stay in schools with more than 35.0% 

minority enrollment was 59.7%. 

Dempsey (2009) conducted a phenomenology with four music educators who had either 

left the field already or were planning to leave the next year. The participants came from 

elementary general music, secondary orchestra, and secondary band settings. All four reported a 

lack of administrative support, inadequate opportunities for mentoring, inadequate supplies and 

accommodations, and overall low expectations of student potential. Other reported reasons 

included struggles with cross-curricular teaching, scheduling conflicts, and implementation of 

the Common Core curriculum. One teacher even reported having to endure homophobic and 

misogynistic comments from male music educator colleagues (Dempsey, 2009). Using 

qualitative inquiry, Krueger (2000) found similar results when interviewing 30 beginning music 

teachers teaching at some point during their first 10 years of service. Krueger’s participants 
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included rural, urban, and suburban music teachers across a variety of K–12 settings: choral, 

instrumental, and general music. Reported reasons for attrition included heavy teaching loads, 

inappropriate student behavior, and a perceived lack of support from administrators and the 

school community. Five of the 30 participants expressed a desire to leave teaching “immediately 

or within the next few years” (Krueger, 2000, p. 23). 

Understanding and predicting the likelihood of music teacher attrition has been of interest 

to several researchers. Hancock (2008) used data from the 1999–00 SASS to conduct a 

regression analysis of teacher characteristics that increased the likelihood of music teacher 

attrition. Hancock found that teachers under 30 years old, minority teachers (any teachers not 

self-identifying as White or non-Hispanic), and females were more at risk of attrition than their 

colleagues who did not fit those criteria. Other factors that predicted higher music educator 

attrition included schools with campus-wide concerns for behavior and leadership, music 

teachers who reported reduced self-efficacy, music teachers with minimal parent and 

administrative support, and music teachers dissatisfied with their salary (Hancock, 2008). 

Gardner (2010) applied multivariate procedures to data sets from the 2000–01 TFS. The purpose 

was to construct a profile of the K–12 music teacher in the United States and to predict future 

retention, turnover, and attrition among this population of music teachers. Gardner examined 

variables from 1,903 of the 47, 857 survey respondents who indicated that their primary job was 

teaching music. Results indicated that 44.5% of the 1,903 music teachers taught in suburban 

communities, 30.6% taught in rural communities, and 24.9% taught in mid-size to large cities. 

The results also indicated that music teachers—along with art teachers—were more likely to 

hold part-time (14.7%) or itinerant (22.4%) positions than general education teachers (4.0% and 

2.4% respectively). Only 62.9% of music teachers from the sample reported working full time. 
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Moreover, 23.7% of the music teachers reported receiving no support when working with 

children with special needs. 

Researchers have also found contributing factors that have particularly impacted music 

teacher attrition in rural and urban school settings (Docker, 2012; Kuntzelman, 2016). 

Kuntzelman (2016) conducted a qualitative case study with five in-service music teachers with 

experience teaching in rural schools (more than 25 miles from an urban area) in the western 

United States. To understand music teacher attrition in rural settings, Kuntzelman found five 

emergent themes that were indicative of rural music teachers’ decisions to leave: (a) an 

overemphasis on athletics and pep band instead of other music classes; (b) high teacher and 

student absenteeism; (c) excessive work time outside normal school hours; (d) family 

responsibilities; and (e) inadequate administrative rapport. No single reason stood out as having a 

greater effect than another, but when multiple factors compounded, the likelihood of music 

teacher attrition increased (Kuntzelman, 2016). 

Docker (2012) used multiple regression to analyze survey responses about the job 

satisfaction of 22 novice (5 or fewer years of service) and 67 experienced (more than 5 years) 

music teachers (21% response rate) in six large, high-poverty urban school districts across the 

United States. The analysis revealed the reasons most teachers left to be low salaries, student 

discipline issues, a lack of job security, poor building conditions with inadequate security, too 

much time devoted to testing, and inadequate administrative support. Novice music teachers 

were also more likely to teach on a school stage or in a multi-purpose room instead of having a 

dedicated classroom. Experienced music teachers scored higher on measures of opinions and 

attitudes about their jobs than novice teachers. Results of the study’s linear regression indicated 

that teacher perceptions of student quality, commitment to teaching, and overall commitment to 
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social justice predicted their job satisfaction scores. In turn, the job satisfaction scores accurately 

predicted the likelihood of teachers either remaining in their position or leaving. Eighty-four 

percent (84.0%) of Docker’s 89 participants planned to stay in their present teaching position the 

next school year, but only 51.7% indicated they would stay in the position for the next 5 years. 

Docker (2012) found that more White teacher participants reported intentions to leave their 

urban teaching assignments (7.0%) than did their Black colleagues who participated in the study 

(0.0%). 

 

The Title I Program and Teaching in Title I Schools 

History of the Title I Program 

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) was passed by 

the U.S. Congress April 9, 1965 and subsequently signed into law by President Lyndon B. 

Johnson (McClure, 2008). According to the U.S. Department of Education (2015), the purpose of 

the Title I program was to help ensure that economically disadvantaged children had fair and 

equal access to a high-quality education. The program provided financial assistance to local 

education agencies where school enrollments comprise high percentages of students from low-

income families. The U.S. Department of Education determines low-income household status 

through data collected during the U.S. Census, such as eligibility to receive welfare benefits and 

eligibility of children to receive free or reduced lunch under the National School Lunch Program 

(van der Klaauw, 2008). Schools where at least 40.0% of the total students enrolled are from 

families eligible for either of these programs are designated Title I and permitted to use the 

federal funds they receive to pay for educational programs schoolwide, including enrichment 

programs, after-school programs, and tutoring. 
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The first implementation of Title I began with a $1 billion appropriation distributed to 

local school districts at the beginning of the 1965–66 school year (McClure, 2008). By the 2009–

10 school year, Title I served more than 21 million children, 59.0% of whom were in 

kindergarten through 5th grade in more than 56,000 public schools across America (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). Soon after its inception, however, the Title I program became a 

subject of controversy because of an issue known as comparability (McClure, 2008). The 

program stipulated that schools receiving assistance were still required to provide services 

comparable to schools that did not receive assistance. The Title I formula was intended to 

specifically benefit school attendance zones with the highest percentages of low-income students 

with the intent that Title I funds would supplement—not supplant—already existing local 

education funding. 

Early confusion and misunderstanding of Title I program rules made it possible for some 

school systems to effectively continue the illegal practice of racially-motivated school 

segregation. Until passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, racially segregated school districts 

could not receive federal funds unless they had desegregation plans in place. After passage of the 

Civil Rights Act, however, school desegregation was no longer optional, but mandatory 

nationwide. This meant Title I funds could be distributed to all eligible schools by the time the 

program was initiated in 1965. Soon after, some school districts, especially in southern states like 

Mississippi, began distributing their locally-generated funds solely to their White schools. 

Because the White schools needed little to no assistance, the districts then appropriated their 

Title I funds, alone wholly inadequate, as the only source of funding for their Black schools—the 

schools that needed the most financial assistance. District officials then purported they had 

fulfilled their obligation of spending Title I money to make their Black schools equal to their 
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White schools. Upon further inspection, however, it became evident that the Black schools 

funded solely with Title I money were not equal. In other cases, some districts spent Title I funds 

to bolster Black schools with the intent of hoping that better conditions would cause Black 

families and children to be content with their schools and thereby less likely to enroll in White 

schools. By 1970, Congress added specific language to the program’s rules allowing no more 

than a 5.0% variance in the appropriation of local funds between schools receiving Title I money 

and those not receiving Title I money (McClure, 2008). 

Currently, the Title I program’s mission is broader than just assisting low-income 

students; it has become a means of improving the academic achievement of students nationwide 

(McClure, 2008). Today, the program serves almost all elementary schools in urban and rural 

districts. Title I schools must comprise at least 40.0% low-income student enrollment, which is 

determined through census data, percentage of families receiving welfare benefits, and student 

eligibility for free or reduced school lunch. Schools meeting these criteria are permitted to 

appropriate the funds they receive for all students schoolwide and not just for Title I-eligible 

students (McClure, 2008; U.S. Department of Education, 2015). In fact, 58.0% of all schools 

eligible to receive Title I funds during the 2004–05 school year operated school-wide programs, 

representing 67.0% of all Title I funds distributed that year (McClure, 2008). These funds have 

paid salaries for classroom teachers, “special subject teachers—such as physical education, 

music, and art” (McClure, 2008, p. 14), and special education teachers among many other 

possibilities. The U.S. Department of Education continues to require that any school funded in 

part by Title I must also continue receiving all local and state funding to which it would 

otherwise be entitled if it were not eligible to receive Title I assistance. School-wide Title I 

campuses are encouraged to combine their local and Title I funds into a pool to increase 
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educational opportunity (McClure, 2008). Schools not operating a school-wide program (less 

than 40.0% total low-income enrollment) must focus their Title I funds specifically toward 

students who are failing academically or at risk of failing to meet minimum state standards (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). Some examples have included providing tutors or special 

education aides. 

 

Teaching in Title I Schools 

Researchers have studied many of the circumstances specifically related to teaching in 

Title I schools and have found similar issues (Conway & Holcomb, 2008; Kent, Feldman, & 

Hayes, 2009; Pearman & Lefever-Davis, 2012). Pearman and Lefever-Davis (2012) investigated 

the effectiveness of teacher preparation programs by examining the journals and written 

reflections of 12 student teachers placed in Title I schools with diverse student populations. They 

sought to determine whether these data sources would reflect any of the frequently documented 

reasons for high teacher attrition rates such as a lack of administrative support, student discipline, 

isolation, or a lack of autonomy. 

All 12 participants wrote about negative student behavior as a primary area of concern 

and indicated a perception that students from low-income households tended to act 

inappropriately more often (Pearman and Lefever-Davis, 2012). They also commented on the 

lack of engagement of some students, homework that was rarely completed or turned in, and 

surprise at the high rate of absences and tardiness among elementary-age students. Some 

participants described incidents where teachers broke down emotionally by crying in front of 

their students and confrontations that involved students cursing at teachers and throwing chairs 

across the classroom. Instead of trying to engage all students, several of the teachers tended to 
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direct most of their instructional efforts only to students who were engaged and had completed 

their work. In three participant journals, student teachers wrote of their mentor teachers 

cautioning them about disciplining minority students because of concerns about being accused of 

racism. Eleven of the 12 participants described teachers blaming the students’ low-income status 

as the primary reason for their poor academic performance and behavior, stating that their 

students’ parents did not care about education. At the conclusion of the study, all 12 participants 

expressed doubts they could manage a classroom in these settings, and 11 doubted they could 

even teach in a public school anywhere (Pearman and Lefever-Davis, 2012). 

Kent, Feldman, and Hayes (2009) investigated the effectiveness of a 2-year mentor 

teacher program with two student teachers in Title I designated schools in rural Alabama. The 

goal of the program was to increase teacher preparedness and commitment to teaching in Title I 

schools. Principals from participating Title I schools selected exemplary teachers from their 

respective schools who each mentored two teacher candidates (student teachers) from a local 

university. The candidates gained hands-on experience teaching students in various academic 

subjects and received instructional support from their mentors throughout the program. Both 

quantitative survey data and qualitative interview data from focus group discussions indicated 

that the program resulted in higher levels of commitment from the novice teachers along with 

improved teacher effectiveness. One unique feature of this program was the opportunity of 

possibly becoming employed as a teacher in the participating school district at the program’s 

conclusion. 

A 2-year mentor program for music teachers in Title I schools was the subject of a case 

study/phenomenology by Conway and Holcomb (2008). Experienced music teachers in Florida 

provided professional support to urban music teachers in Title I schools “by engaging in a 
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comprehensive program of seminars and assignments, reflective practice, collaboration, 

technology training, and mentoring” (p. 56). The 11 participating mentors comprised elementary 

general music teachers and secondary instrumental and choral teachers. Findings were collected 

from notecards on which the participants answered a series of open-ended questions, as well as 

from interviews with the participants. Conway and Holcomb found that mentors themselves 

needed mentoring to ensure they were doing the job effectively. Mentors tended to seek out 

fellow mentors to discuss their respective interactions with mentees. Consequently, time 

management was a challenge for the mentors because they had to balance mentoring and 

observing their mentees with being mentored themselves. Mentors reported that communication 

with their mentees was sometimes difficult because the mentees were not always open to 

suggestions and sometimes did not know they needed help in particular areas. Technology, 

however, was a source of positive interaction between mentors and mentees because it was an 

area where mentees demonstrated knowledge and competence that their mentors valued and 

needed. Finally, mentors indicated difficulties with distinguishing between providing support to 

their mentees and evaluating them. Despite the fact that the participating teachers worked in Title 

I schools, the focus of this study pertained more to the design of an effective mentor program 

than on the unique challenges involved with teaching in a Title I school (Conway & Holcomb, 

2008). 

 

Teacher Stress and Teacher Burnout as Contributing Factors to Attrition 

Teacher Stress 

Teacher stress involves unpleasant or negative emotions associated with some aspect of 

working as a teacher. Kyriacou (2001) examined the characteristics of teacher stress and found 
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that the symptoms most often reported by teachers were anger, tension, frustration, depression, 

and anxiety. These feelings were often precipitated by what teachers perceived as a threat to their 

well-being or self-esteem. When not adequately addressed, prolonged teacher stress has been 

found to lead directly to teacher burnout. Kyriacou (2001) recommended that future studies of 

teachers in their fifth to tenth year of service could provide answers as to why some teachers 

were able to maintain a positive commitment to their work and could overcome periods of 

“career reappraisal” (Kyriacou, 2001, p. 33). 

There are varied sources of teacher stress, according to Dias-Lacy and Guirguis (2017), 

who used grounded theory to conduct a single-subject study of a first-year high school Spanish 

teacher in the Chicago area. Sources of stress included work overload, a lack of support from 

teaching colleagues and administrators, challenges related to discipline and curricula, balancing 

work and family demands, problems setting routines, being unable to manage classroom time, 

and a lack of clear expectations for the job. Kyriacou (2001) noted that sources of stress may be 

unique to the interaction of each teacher’s particular values, skills, circumstances, and 

personality and described sources of stress similar to those found by Dias-Lacy and Guirguis 

(2017). Kyriacou (2001) found other reported sources of stress to include teaching unmotivated 

students, coping with change, being evaluated, perceived self-esteem and status, role conflict, 

and poor working conditions. Dias-Lacy and Guirguis (2017) determined that first-year teachers 

could cope with teacher stress better if they were part of an effective mentoring program. 

However, Kyriacou (2001) asserted the need for teachers to identify the specific source(s) of 

their stress and to develop a plan of “direct action” (p. 30) for coping with, reducing, or 

eliminating the demands each source placed on them. When it was impossible for a teacher to 

change a situation that prompted stress, Kyriacou recommended using “palliative techniques” (p. 
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30)—both mental and physical— that aimed to lessen the feeling of stress. In short, the teacher 

could implement mental or physiological strategies to change how he or she perceived the 

situation. 

In some cases, teachers themselves have reported being able to develop strategies to 

reduce their level of teacher stress. Gloria, Faulk, and Steinhardt (2013) used regression analysis 

to investigate the degree to which possessing a positive attitude helped teachers adapt to stress. 

After surveying 267 public school teachers, they found that possessing a positive affect 

explained 44.0% of the variance within the participants’ efforts to adapt to stress. They 

concluded that maintaining a positive attitude in a difficult teaching situation could mediate the 

effect of teacher stress on a teacher’s resilience. Kyriacou (2001) recommended several ways 

teachers could offset the effects of teacher stress. These included keeping problems in 

perspective, avoiding confrontations, relaxing after work, taking action to deal with problems, 

keeping feelings under control, devoting more time to difficult tasks, discussing problems and 

expressing feelings to others, maintaining a healthy home life, planning ahead and prioritizing, 

and being able to recognize one’s own limitations. 

In addition to teacher-initiated coping mechanisms, Kyriacou (2001) also discussed the 

characteristics of a healthy school environment that could help reduce sources of teacher stress. 

Among these were good communication among staff members, administrative decisions based 

on consultation with teachers, reaching consensus on important standards and campus values, 

implementing whole-school policies. Other characteristics included clearly outlining roles and 

expectations, receiving positive feedback and praise from evaluators, support for solving 

problems, enacting school policies and procedures that are easy to follow, assigning additional 
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duties matched to the individual teachers’ skills, maintaining a pleasant building environment, 

and providing adequate facilities and resources to support the teachers. 

 

Teacher Stress among Music Educators 

Several studies have reported similar findings related specifically to teacher stress 

experienced by music educators (Gordon, 2000; Radocy & Heller, 1982; Scheib, 2003, 2006a, 

2006b; Shaw, 2016). Through a collective case study with four participants, Gordon (2000) 

identified factors that caused stress in music teachers and discussed how this stress was found to 

have affected their attitudes, behaviors, and longevity. Gordon’s findings suggested that stress is 

ubiquitous in the music-teaching environment and resulted most often from the behavior of 

students, colleagues, parents, and administrators. Gordon also identified a lack of preservice 

preparation and training as a significant cause of stress among music teachers. Shaw (2016) 

investigated the effect of accountability reforms on music teacher stress and found that music 

teachers often felt responsible for contributing, in some way, to improved academic test scores 

from their students. This resulted in increased workloads, schoolwide stress among the faculty, 

uncertainty, and a need to place more emphasis on the results of performance festivals in order to 

establish legitimacy (Shaw, 2016). Radocy and Heller (1982) identified classroom management, 

bureaucracy, non-musical job requirements, overworking, and delayed gratification as the most 

common sources of teacher stress for music educators. Along with Kyriacou (2001), Radocy and 

Heller (1982) recommended understanding one’s own abilities and limitations and engaging in 

recreational activity when possible to remove oneself from a stressful teaching environment. 

Scheib (2003, 2006a, 2006b) investigated a specific type of teacher stress referred to as 

role stress. According to Scheib (2003), role stress occurs when teachers experience conflict 
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between what they believe is possible and what actually is possible given the circumstances of 

the job. To deal with role stress, music educators may have to be flexible about their expectations 

and their identity or find ways to bring about change to the situation at hand (Scheib, 2006a). 

Scheib (2006b) suggested that music teachers often experience role stress because of an 

incongruence between competing ideologies. During preservice preparation, music education 

students are often surrounded by proponents of the developmental ideology, which emphasizes 

the importance of all things child-centered along with a belief that what is best for children 

should supersede cost. However, once these students become teachers and enter the field, they 

are faced with the social efficiency ideology, which asserts the importance of accomplishing the 

most with the fewest resources. This could result, for example, in a principal placing more 

students in a classroom than the teacher believes is best or hiring a new teacher instead of an 

experienced teacher simply because the experienced teacher costs more—even though the 

experienced teacher is likely to be a more effective educator. 

Scheib (2006b) also suggested that far more is often expected of music teachers than of 

classroom teachers. For example, music teachers are usually responsible for grading and 

evaluating many more students than classroom teachers and often work with students during 

lunch, during recess, or after school. Consequently, they may turn to pre-packaged curricula, 

which are often lower in quality and not tailored specifically for their students, just to save time. 

These teachers may eventually lose the ability to plan curricula and lessons, and—due to having 

limited time—are less likely to attend state or national professional development conferences. 

Because teachers are the most expensive resource in any school district, district officials often 

seek to hire the fewest teachers possible to accomplish the job resulting in more work for fewer 

teachers. When music teachers, who often see their role as developmental, are placed in 
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educational settings where efficiency seems to be more important than an ideal education, they 

experience role stress, which can result in disillusionment (Scheib, 2006b). 

 

Teacher Burnout 

As an occupation, teaching has been characterized as producing among the highest levels 

of exhaustion in its employees (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Excessive exhaustion—

along with feelings of cynicism, job detachment, a feeling of ineffectiveness, and a sense of little 

accomplishment—can lead to burnout. Maslach et al. (2001) suggested that teacher burnout is 

directly related to a teacher’s school environment. Unlike depression, which is ubiquitous in 

every aspect of one’s life, burnout is job-specific and may result in withdrawal, absenteeism, 

thoughts of leaving the job, and finally, attrition. Most often, poor working conditions have been 

the impetus that has led to teacher burnout. Teachers with little to no autonomy and teachers 

under the age of 30 have often reported burnout—factors that also were reported in studies 

investigating high teacher attrition. In short, just as early-career teachers are at risk for attrition, 

they have also been reported as being at risk for burnout (Maslach et al., 2001). 

Symptoms of teacher burnout may include: (a) role conflict, which is being required to 

carry out tasks in one’s job that are perceived as unrelated to what the person believes the job is 

or should be; (b) emotional exhaustion, defined as a loss of caring, feeling, trust, or interest in 

students; and (c) increased workload, which is when one’s burdens and tasks exceed one’s ability 

to successfully accomplish them (Starnaman & Miller, 1992). One of the most detrimental 

outcomes of burnout is a sense of depersonalization and detachment that teachers can develop 

toward their students. Starnaman and Miller (1992) recommended that principals develop 

strategies to equalize and control teacher workloads while also being aware of the specific 
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workload levels each individual teacher can successfully manage. Moreover, schools are 

hierarchical institutions with levels of rules, resources, and distribution of space in which 

teachers place a high importance on their expectations of fairness and equity. Maslach et al. 

(2001) stated that principals and administrators should be aware of and be able to maintain 

school environments that promote equity and fairness to help prevent teacher burnout. 

 

Teacher Burnout among Music Educators 

Hamann, Daugherty, and Mills (1987) used regression analysis to investigate the 

symptoms of music teacher burnout among 101 public school music teachers. Reliable predictors 

of burnout included, but were not limited to, excessive workloads with inadequate time to 

complete tasks, a desire to change professional careers, lack of contentment with the job, unclear 

goals expected by administrators, a lack of personal goals and career plans, a lack of recognition 

or appreciation from students, and a lack of cooperation among general education colleagues 

(Hamann et al., 1987). Hamann and Gordon (2000) reiterated many of the same symptoms and 

remedies for music teacher burnout that were cited in previous studies (e.g., Maslach et al., 2001; 

Starnaman & Miller, 1992). They listed three stages of music teacher burnout: (a) emotional 

exhaustion; (b) depersonalization; and (c) reduced personal accomplishment. Some of the 

reasons for burnout included a lack of adequate training and administrative support, inadequate 

budgets, and heavy workloads. To prevent burnout, Hamann and Gordon (2000) recommended 

cutting back on excessive hours at school, getting exercise, planning stress-free vacations, eating 

a healthy diet, and taking advantage of whole-body relaxation such as massage. 
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Stages of a Teacher’s Career 

Teacher Career Stages in General Education 

Previous sections have explored the relationship between teacher attrition rates and the 

number of years of teaching experience, with attrition rates being the highest during the first 5 

years of service (e.g., Ingersoll, 2004; Gray & Taie, 2015; Ingersoll et al., 1997). Luekens et al. 

(2004) also found increases in teachers having fewer than 10 years of experience changing jobs 

between 1993 and 2001. Kyriacou (2001) stated a need for future research on longevity and 

retention among teachers in their fifth to tenth year of service. An understanding of the career 

stages general education teachers and music teachers go through may offer additional 

perspectives on early-career teacher longevity, and specifically early-career music teacher 

longevity. 

Research findings codifying the stages of a teacher’s career are mixed, but most divide 

the teaching career into three distinct stages, even if there is a lack of agreement on the number 

of years of experience that determine each stage. Cohen and Klink (1989) divided the teaching 

career into three stages. During Stage 1, teachers were concerned with their inadequacies and 

were preoccupied with seeking approval from administrators and students. Stage 2 resulted in 

increased concerns about the classroom environment and school policy such as class sizes and 

the number of non-teaching duties. Only by Stage 3 did teachers report more concern about the 

impact they had on their students and on the field of education itself. Cohen and Klink (1989) did 

not associate a specific range of years in the field or age with any of their three stages. Fuller 

(1969) also found that beginning teachers were more concerned with their own inadequacy, their 

ability to maintain classroom management, and the perceptions students and administrators held 

about them as a teacher. Similar to the findings of Cohen and Klink, Fuller (1969) found that 
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experienced teachers were less often concerned with classroom management and evaluations 

from administrators but were instead concerned more often with their students’ progress. 

Researchers have also suggested teacher career stages that are codified according to a 

particular range of years in the field. Christensen, Burke, Fessler, and Hagstrom (1983) also 

divided the teaching career into three distinct stages. During the stage they referred to as the 

early years (years 1 to 3), teachers were more concerned with their own survival and their 

professional competence and, as previously discussed, tended to seek approval from their 

students and administrators. During the second through fourth years of service, teachers became 

better planners and organizers and were able to perceive their students as “individuals who do 

not necessarily conform to the norms described in textbooks” (Christensen et al., 1983, p. 5). 

During the stage they referred to as the middle years (years 4 to 20), teachers began to build 

more security, to fear less, and to know more about what they were doing. They were open to 

new ideas and teaching methods and often sought advanced degrees. It is also during this stage 

that they demonstrated a firm commitment to teaching (Christensen et al., 1983). The final stage, 

referred to as the later years (years 20 to 30) was the stage during which findings were mixed. 

Some teachers expressed a desire to leave due to boredom, dissatisfaction, or disillusionment, 

while others expressed their later years as the most productive and influential period of their 

career (Christensen et al., 1983). 

Marso and Pigge (1994) posited three stages of a teacher’s career: early (5 to 19 years), 

middle (20 to 29 years), and late (30 years or more). Like the findings cited previously, the focus 

of the early years was self-survival with teachers being less sensitive to students’ needs. 

Teachers in the middle stage, however, were more focused on the task of teaching, and teachers 

in the later stage were focused primarily on the impact they had on their students and on their 
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own meaningfulness as a teacher (Marso & Pigge, 1994). Berl (2005) specifically studied the 

characteristics of mature teachers (over 45 years of age) and found them more likely to possess a 

significant amount of experience, more likely to be interested in the actual work of teaching, and 

more independent and secure in their teaching abilities than their younger colleagues. 

Rather than approaching teacher career stages from a years-of-service perspective, 

DeMoulin and Guyton (1988) named four stages based on a teacher’s ability to teach effectively. 

Their four stages were titled provisional, development, transition, and decelerating. DeMoulin 

and Guyton suggested that teachers could expand their instructional effectiveness to a threshold 

level regardless of age, but if they did not undergo professional development, their abilities 

would soon decline. In contrast to Berl (2005), DeMoulin and Guyton (1988) posited that 

teachers’ effectiveness could decline earlier than age 50. Reasons for this decline included 

negative experiences during the beginning years of teaching, incorrectly choosing teaching as a 

career—resulting in little to no job satisfaction—and high burnout levels due to stress in the 

school environment. 

 

Teacher Career Stages in Music Education 

Brand (1983) wrote about the stages of a music teacher’s career by comparing them to 

the developmental stages of life. According to Brand, the 20s are years spent focusing on the 

validity of life choices like marriage and career. By the late 20s, one begins to reevaluate his or 

her prior choices often resulting in a career change—if one is to occur. The mid to late 30s 

represent a time of settling down and enjoying a sense of establishment. Brand also suggested 

that music teachers experience three career stages. According to Brand, the first stage—the 

20s—is a time of enthusiasm with a perception of teaching as a calling. During this first stage, 
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any dissatisfaction with the job is directed only at specific schools, jobs, or individuals, and not 

attributed to music teaching as a profession. The second stage—the early 30s—is a time of either 

calling one’s career choice into question or deciding to make it a long-term commitment. The 

third stage—the 40s and 50s—is a time of returning to stability and settling into the career. 

Brand recommended that music teachers deal with negativity early on to prevent becoming 

embittered and dissatisfied during these later years. 

Using an online survey questionnaire, Baker (2011) created the profile of a typical career 

music educator with 6 to over 26 years of experience and found that 96.0% of the 357 

respondents planned to continue teaching until they could retire. However, approximately half of 

those teachers were already nearing the point of retirement. The predominant factor that 

influenced music teachers to remain in the profession was their perceived ability to make a 

positive difference in the lives of their students. They claimed overall to exemplify the character 

traits of being persistent and determined, but they admitted that managing stress in their jobs was 

their weakest ability. However, strong organizational skills helped many of them overcome 

stress. When asked about duties and work outside of school hours, 47.0% of respondents 

reported working 1 to 2 non-required hours at school every day while 40.0% reported spending 4 

extra hours and 10.0% reported spending 5 to 6 extra hours working each school day (Baker, 

2011). Baker’s findings suggested that, overall, music educators are committed to their positive 

impact on students and believe they possess the skills and traits necessary for maintaining career 

longevity. Similarly, Cutietta and Thompson (2000) surveyed 25 music educators with 15 to 33 

years of teaching experience and found that music teachers reported that their programs were 

successful due to realistic expectations of what their students could accomplish and that they 

were not afraid to have high expectations for their students’ achievement. These teachers also 
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tended to be child-centered during this particular stage of their teaching—congruent with other 

findings cited previously in this section (e.g., Cohen & Klink, 1989; Fuller, 1969) that teachers 

were increasingly student-centered after a few years of teaching experience. Music teachers 

reported feeling more rewarded by visits from their former students, who often expressed being 

positively impacted by the music teacher, than from any accolades or recognitions they received 

from their administrators (Cutietta & Thompson, 2000). 

Eros (2012) investigated the perceptions of so-called second stage music teachers—those 

who have completed their initial years of teaching—and their need for professional development. 

Eros determined that music teachers in the second stage of teaching needed both formal and 

informal types of professional development throughout their career with some needing 

specialized teacher education courses like Kodály, Orff Schulwerk, or Gordon’s Music Learning 

Theory. Some teachers felt that one professional development day each school year sufficed 

while others needed only informal meetings with teaching colleagues and other directors. 

Without having their professional development needs met during this critical stage of teaching, 

music teachers were increasingly likely to leave the field (Eros, 2012). 

 

The Role of Mentoring in Building Longevity 

One of the most common forms of professional networking for teachers is mentoring. 

Several researchers have documented the beneficial effects that mentoring programs have had on 

decreasing attrition rates among new teachers (Fantilli & McDougall, 2005; Maistre & Paré, 

2010; Santoro, Pietsch, & Borg, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Maistre and Paré (2010) 

discussed the stark differences between integrating new colleagues into fields like physiotherapy, 

occupational therapy, and social work and integrating new teachers into education. Within non-
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education fields, new colleagues received extensive support from their experienced colleagues 

through teaching or modeling and were often required to obtain the approval of supervisors to 

cosign reports or paperwork. On the other hand, according to Maistre and Paré (2010), novice 

teachers were among the only newly certified professionals who were placed into their 

profession alongside experienced veterans without an organized support system. Such a support 

system could provide assistance with the increased complexity of teacher workloads stemming 

from societal expectations, increased accountability to policy makers and parents, rapid changes 

to the curriculum, demands for technological competence, increased diversity of students, and 

administrative duties. Fantilli and McDougall (2005) also found that novice teachers faced 

increased demands and responsibilities and specifically mentioned extensive individualized 

report card writing and long-range planning. Participant teachers in their study reported a lack of 

encouraging or positive comments from their principals and administrators resulting in an overall 

negative view of the administration and school board. 

A number of mentoring approaches intended to support teachers have been found to be 

instrumental in improving teacher retention by easing the effects of teacher work demands. 

Among these have been various types of informal support provided by teacher colleagues and 

friends or family members. Formal types have included weekly team meetings and engaging 

leadership by principals and the school board (Fantilli & McDougall, 2005). Other formal types 

of mentoring have included teaching schedules that allow novice teachers to observe their 

experienced colleagues, receiving constructive feedback from a mentor, and forming a 

professional learning community (PLC) of novice teachers who create a “survival document” (p. 

16) with resources, contacts, and information to help them settle into the profession (Fantilli & 

McDougall, 2005). When beginning teachers were assigned a same-subject-area mentor with 
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whom they could plan instruction and collaborate, these new teachers were less likely to move to 

another school and also less likely to leave teaching after their first year (Smith & Ingersoll, 

2004). 

In a study examining mentor relationships between new teachers and older, retired 

teachers, Santoro et al. (2012) found that novices drew inspiration from how older teachers were 

connected to education as a profession and that it helped them perceive teaching as a lifelong and 

rewarding career. The older mentors were able to provide unique perspectives on teaching 

unavailable through any university teacher preparation program. Santoro et al. (2012) 

recommended that intergenerational mentoring programs be included as an integral part of 

teacher preparation. Fantilli and McDougal (2005) suggested other improvements to teacher 

preparation programs including offering training that reflected the true realities of teaching. 

Another important result of having an effective mentor was helping novice teachers 

understand how to deal with perfectionism. Maistre and Paré (2010) asserted that many of the 

brightest and best candidates who entered teaching had to leave the profession because they 

could not meet their own self-imposed standards of perfection. They introduced the term 

“satisficing” (Maistre & Paré, 2010, p. 562) to refer to any solution that was, perhaps, not 

optimal but was sufficient to solve a problem. Veteran, experienced mentors could help novices 

see the reality of a solution that was good enough to apply to a given problem, and this resulted 

in the novice teacher learning to survive and to become his or her own independent problem-

solving educator. 

Implementing mentoring programs has also been linked with reducing teacher attrition in 

rural school settings. Britt-Stevens (2014) investigated the effects of initiating a mentoring 

program for new teachers in both PK–5 and secondary settings in the same rural school district. 
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Results indicated that more teachers who had worked with an assigned mentor sought to return to 

their teaching jobs the next year than teachers who had not worked with an assigned mentor. The 

teachers with the assigned mentor also reported higher levels of job satisfaction along with 

higher levels of helpfulness from their colleagues. There was no significant difference found in 

the retention rates between the PK–5 teachers and the secondary teachers. 

The benefits of mentoring programs were not exclusive to novice teachers. Mentors 

participating in established mentor programs reported professional growth for themselves from 

the questions posed by their mentees because they were compelled to reflect on their own 

teaching practices in order to help their mentees (Maistre & Paré, 2010). Mentors also expressed 

how being asked to mentor a novice teacher indicated a recognition of their expertise, 

experience, and leadership ability. 

 

Teacher Resilience 

Teacher Resilience in General Education 

Educational researchers have defined teacher resilience in various ways that involve the 

common denominator of overcoming challenges. Resilience has been described as: (a) a 

construct that “sustains teachers and enables them to thrive rather than just survive” (Beltman, 

Mansfield, & Price, 2011, p. 188); (b) as the ability to adjust to dynamic environments and 

increase self-competence when confronted with difficult situations (Bobek, 2002); (c) as a 

personal characteristic enabling one to persevere in spite of difficulties (Brunetti, 2006); (d) as 

the capacity to successfully adapt to threatening or challenging circumstances (Howard & 

Johnson, 2004); and (e) as the ability to “bounce back” (Gu & Day, 2007, p. 1302) from 

adversity—especially within the context of a work environment. Patterson, Collins, and Abbott 
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(2004) posited their specific definition of teacher resilience as “using energy productively to 

achieve school goals in the face of adverse conditions” (p. 3). Sumison (2003) defined teacher 

resilience as “the ability to continue to find deep and sustaining personal and professional 

satisfaction in one’s work as an early childhood educator despite the presence of multiple 

adverse factors and circumstances that have led many to leave the field” (p. 4). 

Within the literature, factors that can contribute to teacher resilience often fall into two 

categories: (a) those related to a teacher’s self-efficacy and intrinsic motivation and (b) extrinsic 

factors that are a result of one’s teaching environment (Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011). Gu 

and Day (2007) also attributed teacher resilience to “the interaction between the internal assets of 

the individual and the external environment in which the individual lives and grows (or does not 

grow)” (Gu & Day, 2007, p. 1314). They also asserted that resilience can fluctuate over time 

within an individual. 

Findings on the intrinsic qualities of resilient teachers have focused consistently on 

autonomy (Grenville-Cleave & Boniwell, 2012) and agency (Howard & Johnson, 2004). Two 

significant qualities teachers possess to maintain their resilience are: (a) a sense of agency, or 

one’s belief in the ability to control his or her circumstances; and (b) a sense of achievement—

when one has pride in oneself and a sense of self-competence (Howard & Johnson, 2004). 

Another intrinsic characteristic of resilient teachers, according to Patterson et al. (2004), is acting 

from a set of values that guides professional decisions. Resilient teachers find ways to 

accomplish their goals, to acquire the things they need, and to engage in professional 

development even if it comes from outside their school district. “Resilient teachers are not 

victims—they take charge and solve problems” (Patterson et al., 2004, p. 5), and “they know 

when to get involved and when to let go” (p. 6). Stanford (2001) discussed the resilient 
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characteristics of teachers in challenging urban settings, which included: (a) a love and 

commitment to “these” (Stanford, 2001, p. 81) children; (b) internal sources of satisfaction from 

teaching; (c) self-perceptions about ideal and worst-case teaching scenarios; and (d) preferences 

for metaphors to describe their setting (e.g., team, family, or war). Sumison (2003) investigated 

resilience in early childhood teachers and noted the presence of intrinsic characteristics like 

insight, leadership skills, risk-taking, and a desire for ongoing professional development. 

Findings related to the extrinsic characteristics that affect resilience have also been 

consistent, focusing mostly on resilient teachers’ collegial relationships and their support 

networks. Teachers have been found to need sustained meaningful and productive adult 

relationships with colleagues, administrators, and parents (Bobek, 2002; Le Cornu, 2013) along 

with being able to foster positive relationships with their students (Brunetti, 2006; Le Cornu, 

2013). Moreover, Lavigne (2014) found that teachers who remained in education for at least 5 

years had developed progressively positive attitudes and beliefs about their students and what 

they could accomplish despite the challenges they encountered during their first year of teaching. 

Teachers also needed to feel connected to their school community—to develop a “sense of 

belonging” with those around them (Le Cornu, 2013, p. 4). 

An adequate support network has been reported as being essential for developing 

resilience in teachers. “Beginning teachers do not enter the classroom as finished products” 

(Black, 2004, p. 46). They likely need mentors who can help them learn from their mistakes and 

help them reflect on their practice. Black (2004) recommended several components to teacher 

induction that could increase resilience: (a) 4 to 5 days of professional development before the 

school year begins; (b) professional development that extends 2 or 3 years past the teacher’s first 

year of service; (c) professional learning groups where new teachers develop collegial 



51 
 

friendships; (d) formalized, ongoing mentoring; (e) emphasis placed on student achievement and 

effective teaching; and (f) opportunities for new teachers to observe experienced expert teachers. 

In addition, teachers may need to feel supported by their administrators and the school 

community (Brunetti, 2006; Sumison, 2003). Sumison’s case study on early childhood teacher 

resilience concluded that the interplay between personal qualities and the contextual environment 

held the most significant role in developing and maintaining the complex construct of resilience. 

 

Teacher Resilience in Urban and Rural Schools 

Researchers have investigated the characteristics of teachers exhibiting resilience and 

longevity in urban and rural schools with some characteristics resulting from effective teacher 

preparation, others due to supportive school environments, and still others attributed to the innate 

qualities of individual teachers themselves (Freedman & Appleman, 2008, 2009; Gaikhorst, 

Beishuizen, Korstjens, & Volman, 2014; Haberman, 2005; Kokka, 2016; Malloy & Allen, 2007; 

Olsen & Anderson, 2007; Quartz, 2003; Quartz et al., 2004). In California, a cohort of 26 new 

urban school teachers had taken part in a special university teacher preparation program called 

“MUSE” (Multicultural Urban Secondary English Master’s Credential Program) designed 

specifically for preservice teachers taking jobs in urban schools. The program included several 

components intended to support the teachers within their cohort—even after beginning to teach 

fulltime in the field—including opportunities to reflect, practice, and receive feedback from one 

another and their former professors. Another component was having a long-term mentor who 

conducted observations with follow-up sessions for feedback. 

The 26 early-career urban teacher participants expressed how much their participation in 

the program had helped them survive their first 2 years of service (Freedman & Appleman, 2008, 
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2009). Once they were in-service teachers, they continued to rely on their cohort for professional 

support and social networking. They also noted how the program had normalized urban teaching 

instead of problematizing it by proactively examining and discussing some of the challenges they 

would face once they were in the field and how to address them effectively (Freedman & 

Appleman, 2009). Other participants described the value of learning various strategies of inquiry, 

which they subsequently implemented to improve their teaching effectiveness through reflective 

action research (Freedman & Appleman 2008, 2009). After just 1 year of teaching, 96.0% of the 

teachers who had participated in the MUSE program were still teaching with 92.0% of those 

remaining at the same school for a second year. The 4.0% of teachers who moved made a lateral 

move to another urban school (Freedman & Appleman, 2009). 

In the Netherlands, Gaikhorst et al. (2014) described the importance of a supportive 

school culture for beginning teachers in an urban setting. They noted how addressing the 

challenges associated with urban teaching became easier through adequate support because 

teachers could devote more energy to helping their students rather than worrying about whether 

they had the support of their administrators. Forms of support included meaningful feedback 

from supervisors, accessibility to a relevant mentor, and experiencing a school environment in 

which learning from mistakes was encouraged. Another was a willingness of experienced 

teachers to collaborate with and value their novice colleagues by taking them seriously and 

treating them respectfully. 

In the United States, Quartz et al. (2004) found that educators expressed high levels of 

agreement with positive school characteristics such as feeling safe at their school, having 

adequate supplies and resources, and teaching in a building that was in good condition and not in 

a state of disrepair. Other important characteristics included positive administrative support, 
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manageable class sizes, and the opportunity to provide input concerning school-wide decisions. 

In fact, when offered two hypothetical choices of schools: (a) one with predominantly minority 

and low-income students combined with a clean and safe facility or (b) another with only 5.0% 

minority and low-income students combined with unclean and/or unsafe facilities, teachers 

overwhelming chose the clean and safe school with the higher enrollment of minority and low-

income students. These findings emphasized the importance some teachers place on favorable 

working conditions above the ethnicity and socioeconomic status of their students. Moreover, 

these findings contrasted those of Haberman (2005) who found that many teachers reluctantly 

admitted not wanting to teach minority and low-income students. Quartz et al. (2004) asserted, 

therefore, that improving the working conditions in urban schools and schools with high levels of 

student poverty was the most promising approach to reducing teacher attrition in these settings. 

Malloy and Allen (2007) conducted a qualitative case study with 28 teachers focusing on 

building teacher resilience in a K–8 rural school located in the southern United States. Their 

study posited three practices that were found to increase teacher resilience. First, practicing care 

and support included hosting faculty social gatherings, providing casual dress days, creating a 

sunshine fund (money collected from teachers to purchase flowers and food for individual 

teachers who experience loss, marry, or have a baby), reducing workloads for teachers 

experiencing extra stress, offering release time for emergencies, and providing meaningful 

teacher recognition. The second practice was having high expectations like rewarding team 

efforts by not creating classes exclusively for the most accomplished children, presenting a 

Teacher of the Year award that recognized a teacher’s involvement in the school community in 

addition to his or her teaching excellence, placing an emphasis on the teachers’ self-esteem, and 

encouraging teachers to hold one another accountable for everyone’s success. Finally, the third 
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practice was meaningful participation, which involved fostering a trusting atmosphere by not 

favoring teachers only because of their seniority; in other words, leadership opportunities were 

available to all. These school practices positively increased the teachers’ perceptions of their 

school. More than 80.0% of the 28 teachers expressed satisfaction in the administration’s 

encouragement of the staff, fair distribution of resources, and the teaching staff receiving 

supportive feedback. More than 70.0% reported feeling that the staff was appreciated, believed 

that they could succeed, expressed a “can do” (Malloy & Allen, 2007, p. 22) attitude, and felt 

engaged in their job responsibilities. 

In addition to teacher education programs and school climate, individual characteristics 

have been associated with resilient teachers in urban schools. Freedman and Appleman (2008) 

interviewed 22 resilient teachers from the MUSE program, who expressed how urban teaching 

was a calling for them with a sense of mission. These teachers were persistent and did not give 

up when the job became difficult. Haberman (2005) reported a number of characteristics that 

successful urban teachers possessed including: (a) being raised in and attending school in a large 

city; (b) being from a minority or White working class family; (c) having experienced poverty or 

being able to empathize with it; (d) having interactions with diverse people outside of education; 

(e) not being intimidated or bothered by living in a large city; (f) demonstrating the ability to 

multitask (e.g., parenting while working part-time); and (g) volunteering to help children in 

poverty. Haberman also found that successful male teachers in urban schools were—among 

several characteristics— (a) able to work in a predominately female environment; (b) able to 

implement recommended criticisms instead of having to be ordered; (c) willing to spend 

significant amounts of time mentoring and nurturing children; (d) willing to interact positively 
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with female caregivers and mothers; and (e) able to implement classroom management that was 

less authoritarian and more compatible and sensitive to children. 

Teacher resilience is often associated with how teachers interact with their school 

environment and culture. Kokka (2016) conducted interviews and used qualitative thematic 

analysis as part of a study on teacher longevity with 16 teachers, 11 of whom were teachers of 

color, in under-resourced urban schools. Kokka’s findings emphasized the importance of a 

teacher’s familiarity with the school community. Quartz (2003) also used qualitative data 

analysis of interview transcripts, along with survey responses, to investigate teacher engagement 

in school communities from a social justice perspective. Quartz found that teachers should build 

on the strengths of the school community by taking a resource perspective instead of a deficit 

perspective. Teachers maintaining a resource perspective were more likely to survive and thrive 

than those who did not. Also important were: (a) having high expectations for students; (b) 

teaching history from a non-Euro-centric viewpoint; (c) advocating for social justice; and (d) 

actively interacting with parents. Another important attribute was to actively seek professional 

development and growth in order to remain motivated and excited to teach in an urban school 

(Quartz, 2003). Haberman (2005) described similar attributes exhibited by successful urban 

teachers. These teachers: (a) attempted to engage every student regardless of ability; (b) carefully 

navigated school policies that were prohibitive to student progress and learning; (c) translated 

theory into effective practice; (d) took responsibility of student learning by recognizing and 

supplementing ineffective curricula; (e) taught urban children for the right reasons—not out of a 

personal need, but with consideration for the students’ needs; (f) could recognize mistakes and 

admit them; and (g) understood and recognized signs of teacher burnout. Haberman (2005) also 

stressed the importance of teacher organizational abilities to: (a) plan and manage a classroom; 
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(b) maintain physical and emotional stamina for withstanding difficult situations; (c) recognize 

that student effort superseded ability; and finally, (d) establish the perspective that the classroom 

was essentially the students’ and not the teacher’s. 

Despite having positive outlooks and participating in special teacher preparation 

programs, some teachers continued to express difficulties facing adversity when remaining in an 

urban school and, consequently, contemplated leaving. Olsen and Anderson (2007) interviewed 

15 new urban teachers who had participated in a special university teacher preparation program. 

Of the 15, only six planned to continue teaching with only three of those six committing to the 

same school the next year. Some of the six stayers expressed how much they had invested in 

caring for their school families and communities, making it more emotionally difficult to leave 

teaching in the foreseeable future. Others expressed a need not to plateau too early—

consequently experiencing burnout—and to be patient professionally. Still others conveyed a 

personal drive to further social justice by helping others despite the adversity they faced as a 

teacher (Olsen & Anderson, 2007). 

Not all leavers left education completely. Quartz et al. (2008) examined a third category 

of teacher attrition in urban schools—one in which teachers shifted to other non-teaching jobs in 

the field of education such as principals, librarians, instructional aides, administrators, 

instructional coordinators, and support staff. According to Quartz et al. (2004), the educational 

workplace is a hierarchy organized in such a way that prestige is often awarded to employees 

who move away from teaching children to administrative positions; in fact, teachers actually 

comprise only one half of the education workforce. In a 6-year longitudinal study with 838 urban 

teachers in their first through eighth year of teaching, Quartz et al. (2008) found that this type of 

attrition—referred to as role changing—could be predicted along race/ethnicity, gender, and 
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certification lines. Black teachers were slightly more likely to role-change than White and Latinx 

teachers; men were more likely to role-change than women; and teachers with only one 

certification (secondary) were more likely to role-change than those holding multiple 

certifications (elementary). Age was not a significant predictor except that women who began 

teaching at an older age were less likely to role-change. 

 

Teacher Resilience in Music Education 

Researchers have reported finding similar factors contributing to the resilience of music 

teachers that also were reported among general education teachers (Maughan, 2013; Seibert, 

2008; Tarnowski & Murphy, 2002). Maughan (2013) sought to determine which variables best 

predicted the work engagement of 334 elementary music teachers employed in Kansas, Missouri, 

Nebraska, and Iowa. The determining variables were: (a) support; (b) self-efficacy; (c) workload 

satisfaction; (d) salary; and (e) available resources. Using regression analysis, Maughan found 

that, combined, all five variables accounted for almost 18.0% of the variance in work 

engagement. Support, workload satisfaction, and self-efficacy were found to be the strongest 

predictors of work engagement with each being statistically significant below the .001 level. 

Tarnowski and Murphy (2002) investigated why 281 experienced general music teachers in 

Minnesota and Wisconsin entered teaching and why they remained. Ninety-four percent (94.0%) 

of participants reported some level of satisfaction with being an elementary general music 

teacher—either satisfied, somewhat satisfied, or very satisfied. When asked to rank the top three 

from among seven available answer choices describing why they chose to continue teaching 

elementary music, the most frequent answer selected was the enjoyment of working with music 

as a subject (65.0%) and the enjoyment of working with children (33.0%) with these two choices 
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comprising 98.0% of the choices selected. Participation in relevant and meaningful professional 

development opportunities was another important part of these teachers’ resilience with 98.0% 

reporting participation in Orff Schulwerk levels courses (57.0%), Kodály courses (53.0%), and 

Dalcroze Eurhythmics (25.0%). More than half had participated in both Orff Schulwerk and 

Kodály workshops and courses. Many of the 281 respondents reported using and implementing 

materials learned during the professional development opportunities they encountered. 

Seibert (2008) investigated the development and longevity of 15 K–12 career music 

educators by applying Ryan and Deci’s (1985) theory of self-determination as a theoretical 

framework. Using interview transcripts from focus group discussions, Seibert sought first to 

determine what working conditions and levels of administrative support were conducive to 

developing the career music educator. These included an adequate teaching schedule, a realistic 

and attainable music curriculum, and adequate supplies and resources. Second, Seibert sought to 

determine what types of professional development activities were supportive to a career music 

educator. These included belonging to local music education organizations, participating in local 

musical performance opportunities, connecting with other music educators, and access to music-

related professional development workshops (Seibert, 2008). 

Seibert (2008) asked participants about “landmark events” (p. 6) that increased their 

propensity for longevity and found that teachers with less experience gained confidence from 

interactions where they and their ideas were validated, and teachers with more experience felt 

job satisfaction from visits by their former students and parents. When discussing how teaching 

different age or grade levels affected their longevity, participants reported that this factor held 

little importance in their decision to continue being a music educator. Participants also reflected 

on how their respective number of years teaching had impacted their decisions to continue as a 
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music educator. Teachers with less experience often recalled negative encounters that influenced 

their views, however teachers with more experience had gotten past negative encounters to 

develop what they perceived as a rewarding and successful career. In short, they reported that 

with added years of teaching came increased positive experiences that helped them develop a 

sense of self-efficacy. Finally, Seibert asked participants about additional factors that contributed 

to their longevity as a career music educator. Among the reasons participants mentioned were: 

(a) supervision by a certified music administrator; (b) meaningful and targeted professional 

development combined with informed and specific feedback; and (c) philosophical support for, 

and validation of, music as part of the educational community. 

Using the three innate psychological needs that Deci and Ryan (1985) posited in their 

theory of self-determination—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—Seibert (2008) 

concluded that career music educators remained in the field because they were self-determined. 

Their self-determination was a result of the ways their experiences related to these three 

psychological needs. First, career music educators were autonomous. This meant they had a need 

to structure their own music programs according to how they believed their students learned best; 

they needed to be “authentic planners” (Seibert, 2008, p. 91) and to feel they were trusted by 

their administrators. Second, career music educators demonstrated competence. They valued 

continued growth and learning that helped them continue becoming increasingly effective and 

authentic teachers, as well as presenting student performances that demonstrated their teaching 

skills. They also valued maintaining their musicianship as part of being a music educator. Third, 

career music educators possessed relatedness. They actively sought to maintain regular contact 

with other music teachers who understood their job and engaged in meaningful professional 
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development activities, workshops, and conferences (Seibert, 2008). They also continued to be 

involved in active music making in their own communities. 

 

Summary of Findings 

Research has indicated that teacher attrition rates, both among general education teachers 

(Ingersoll et al., 2014) and music teachers (Hancock, 2016), have risen during the past 30 years, 

especially in urban and rural schools. Many teachers who left the profession decided to leave 

during their first 5 years of service before they could become seasoned, effective educators (Gray 

& Taie, 2015). Contrary to anecdotal claims, studies have shown that the problem is not teacher 

education programs producing too few new teachers. In fact, the number of new teachers 

entering the field has increased steadily over the years. Instead, the problem is that too many of 

these new teachers quit early in their careers, many of them minority teachers who had chosen to 

teach in urban schools where they felt most needed (Ingersoll, 2004). The effects of high teacher 

attrition are costly, not only to schools and school districts, but worse, have a potentially negative 

impact on the education of America’s children, especially minority and impoverished children 

(Darling-Hammond et al., 2016). 

Multiple studies on teacher attrition have consistently indicated some of the same factors 

contributing to rising teacher shortages. The most cited factors have been a lack of administrative 

support, a lack of teacher autonomy, and increasing challenges with student behavior and 

classroom management (Ingersoll & May, 2011). Findings related to music teacher attrition have 

reported these same factors in addition to an overemphasis on athletic/pep bands in place of more 

traditional or diverse music courses, an increased imbalance in work/home life, and a workload 

or rehearsal schedule that was too difficult to maintain (Kuntzelman, 2016). Other concerns 
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shared by music educators were inadequate equipment, instruments, and teaching space, as well 

as too much time dedicated to academic testing, which was often taken from the music teacher’s 

instructional or rehearsal time (Docker, 2012). 

Many urban and rural schools across America are designated Title I by the U.S. 

Department of Education (Funk, 2012). With higher percentages of low-income students—often 

minority students—these schools receive federal funding assistance intended to supplement the 

local funds to which they are already entitled (McClure, 2008). Researchers have attempted to 

avoid a deficit mentality by looking to the strengths and positive aspects that can come from 

teaching in Title I schools (Quartz, 2003). Despite this, other studies have shown that negative 

perceptions of preservice and in-service teachers in Title I schools caused them to decide early 

on that teaching in a Title I school was not an option for them (Pearman & Lefever-Davis, 2012). 

Mentoring programs that prepare preservice teachers for teaching in an urban school 

environment, and subsequently provide new teachers with a support network, have resulted in 

lower attrition in some urban schools (Appleman, 2009). Along with previously-cited reasons for 

high teacher attrition in urban schools, such as inadequate administrative support, increased 

discipline problems, and a lack of teacher autonomy, teachers surveyed or interviewed in other 

studies reluctantly reported trepidation about working with minority children, children whose 

religions or cultures are different from the teachers’, poor children, or children who did not speak 

English (Haberman, 2005). This may stem from the fact that teachers in the field are still 

predominantly White, female, and monolingual, while most of the children they would teach in 

urban school settings are minority students (African-American, Latinx, etc.) (Haberman, 2005). 

On the other hand, many new teachers are thriving in urban and rural schools because of 

effective teacher preparation programs, supportive school environments with positive working 
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conditions, and because of the innate qualities some teachers in urban settings possess. Specially 

designed cohorts in university teacher preparation programs have attempted to normalize urban 

teaching rather than stigmatize it. These cohorts have effectively supported many new teachers in 

urban schools. At the conclusion of one such program, known as MUSE, 92.0% of participants 

remained teaching in their urban school from one year to the next (Freedman & Appleman, 

2009). Assigning a relevant mentor who is familiar with a new teacher’s specific job was also 

found to be an effective way to provide support. Teachers reported valuing a safe and supportive 

work/school environment more than succumbing to fears about working with minority or low-

income students. In other words, when given a choice, teachers chose a safe and supportive 

school environment paired with teaching mostly minority and/or impoverished children in favor 

of a school less safe or supportive with a student enrollment that was predominantly White, 

middle-class students (Haberman, 2005). Finally, some urban teachers could thrive solely 

because of their own innate qualities like thinking of urban teaching as a calling, having a strong 

belief in making a difference, and having deep empathy for urban students due to their own 

experiences growing up in a similar environment (Quartz, 2003). 

Understanding teacher stress and teacher burnout is crucial to understanding why some 

teachers leave the profession. Teacher stress has been cited as a phenomenon that precedes 

burnout and is a product of reasons unique to each individual teacher’s particular values, skills, 

circumstances, and personality (Gordon, 2000). Other reasons may include unmotivated students, 

coping with change, being evaluated, low self-esteem, role conflict, and poor working 

conditions. Music teacher stress often results from a lack of appreciation for the importance of 

music in schools by parents, administrators, and even students (Scheib, 2006b). Because schools 

are designed to be efficient—meaning to serve more people with fewer resources—music classes 
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are often larger than ideal with inadequate funding, instructional time, and teaching space. 

Teacher burnout has been cited as the result of excessive exhaustion with symptoms like 

cynicism, job detachment, and feelings of ineffectiveness and little accomplishment (Maslach et 

al., 2001). One of the worst symptoms of burnout can occur when teachers lose empathy for their 

students through depersonalization (Starnaman & Miller, 1992). Reasons for music teacher 

burnout may be similar to those for general education teacher burnout (Hamann, Daugherty, & 

Mills, 1987). 

Researchers have documented high teacher attrition rates during both the first 5 years of 

service (Gray & Taie, 2015) and during the first 10 years (Krueger, 2000). Understanding the 

stages of a teaching career can elucidate why some teachers continue teaching while others leave 

the profession. Most studies have codified the teaching career into three stages—even if the 

years of service that comprise each stage are different across various studies. Generally, the first 

stage of teaching involves new teachers questioning their own competence and adequacy. They 

have greater concerns about classroom management and seek approval from administrators, 

parents, colleagues, and students. During the second stage, teachers shift their concerns to 

education policy, advocacy, and effective planning and organization. They gain more confidence 

and become increasingly effective. During the third stage, teachers place more importance on the 

impact they have had on their students. At this stage, teachers tend to care more about student 

progress. However, some teachers at this stage may also become bored or develop feelings of 

disillusionment (Cohen & Klink, 1989; Fuller, 1969). Music teachers progress through similar 

stages in their careers as well. In the early years, music teachers may perceive their job as a 

calling, attributing difficulties to individual schools, colleagues, and principals rather than 

blaming music teaching as a profession. During the middle years, many music teachers call their 
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careers into question and either continue or change professions. Those who continue tend to 

settle into their career long term with a focus on the impact they have on their students. During 

the middle and later stages, music teachers may need professional development specifically 

targeted to their field to help them continue to remain engaged (Hamann & Gordon, 2000). 

Teaching is one of the only professions where newcomers may be placed into the field 

immediately without organized support systems to help them survive. This lack of support can 

lead to increased teacher attrition. Implementing mentoring programs has been one of the most 

effective ways to curb teacher attrition and can occur informally—through support from 

colleagues, friends, family members—or formally in the form of team meetings or meaningful 

feedback from principals and school boards (Maistre & Paré, 2010). Effective mentoring 

programs have been reported to allow new teachers to have a flexible schedule during which 

they could observe their experienced and expert colleagues teaching. Such programs may also 

engage new teachers in collaborating to develop a survival document containing information and 

resources where they can find pragmatic, targeted guidance. Mentors are most effective when 

they teach the same subject as the mentee, and some research has even indicated that mentors 

themselves benefit from mentoring because of the sense of validation it provides them (Maistre 

& Paré, 2010). 

Teacher resilience involves overcoming the many challenges that are typical in the 

teaching profession and thriving despite adversity. Teacher resilience is often synonymous with 

teacher longevity. Factors that contribute to teacher resilience are often either intrinsic or 

extrinsic. Intrinsically, teachers need a sense of autonomy—to feel relatively in control of their 

ability to teach for the benefit of their students and to make decisions for themselves (Beltman, 

Mansfield, & Price, 2011). Rather than being victims, resilient teachers often find ways to 
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actively solve problems. Extrinsically, they can gain resilience from maintaining positive 

relationships with students, administrators, and parents. They also tend to seek and develop a 

sense of belonging in their school community. Administrators can foster this sense of belonging 

by making mentoring programs available to new teachers and by ensuring that teachers have a 

manageable workload (Starnaman & Miller, 1992). Music teachers reported two important 

motivators for resilience in addition to the ones just described: (a) an enjoyment for working 

with music as a subject and (b) working with children (Tarnowski & Murphy, 2002). Another 

important way music teachers developed resilience was participation in meaningful professional 

development specifically targeted to teaching music. These included courses such as Orff 

Schulwerk and Kodály, among others. 

The research findings examined in this chapter have revealed several factors contributing 

to high rates of teacher attrition, as well as interventions that can decrease attrition—especially in 

urban and rural schools with high percentages of minority students and students from low-

income households. More research is needed to understand teacher attrition and resilience in 

suburban and rural settings. Studies in the field of music education have specifically examined 

factors contributing to music teacher resilience across the K–12 spectrum (Maughan, 2013; 

Seibert, 2008; Tarnowski & Murphy, 2002). Some of these studies, and others, have examined 

the attrition and retention, specifically, of elementary general music teachers using quantitative 

data from large sample sizes in one or more states (Baker, 2011; Maughan, 2013; Tarnowski & 

Murphy, 2002). At least one researcher has used descriptive qualitative techniques to examine 

music teacher resilience among a small sample of music educators across the K–12 spectrum 

including elementary general music teachers and secondary choral and instrumental teachers 

(Seibert, 2008). 
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The present study took a deep, qualitative look at teacher longevity as expressed by four 

early-career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools. The four participants were each 

teaching elementary general music in one of the four data collection regions designated by the 

U.S. Department of Education’s Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS): West, South, Midwest, and 

Northeast. All four participants had between 5 and 10 years of experience. Researchers have 

determined that these years comprise a critical window of service during which teachers often 

decide to quit (Kyriacou, 2001; Luekens et al., 2004). Despite these rates of attrition, the four 

participants profiled in this present study have remained resilient and have continued teaching. 

While all four participants shared the characteristic of teaching in Title I elementary schools, two 

taught in an urban school, one taught in a suburban school, and the fourth taught in a rural 

school. The diversity and commonalities among these participants and their respective teaching 

environments provided rich data for understanding the phenomenon of early-career elementary 

general music teacher longevity in a Title I setting with Deci and Ryan’s theory of self-

determination (1985) and Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as theoretical 

frameworks. In Chapter 3, I describe the participants, the method, and the procedures for data 

collection and analysis used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the method I used to conduct the present study examining early-

career elementary general music teacher longevity in Title I schools located in each of four select 

regions of the United States: (a) West; (b) South; (c) Midwest; and (d) Northeast (Schools and 

Staffing Survey, n.d.). The central research question guiding the study was: How did early-career 

elementary general music teachers in Title I schools describe the opportunities and challenges 

that contributed to their decisions to continue teaching? I used the following four sub-questions 

to guide the investigation more specifically by applying Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-

determination and Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as theoretical frameworks: 

1. How did the participants perceive their autonomy when describing experiences

related to scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, input into decision

making, funding, teaching environment, and being evaluated, and how did these

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?

2. How did the participants perceive their competence when describing experiences

related to career preparation, classroom management, professional development, and

work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to continue

teaching?

3. How did the participants perceive their relatedness when describing experiences

associated with professional networking, mentoring, relationships with colleagues and

administrators, and the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?
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4. How did the participants perceive their ethic of care when describing feelings and 

experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and how did these 

feelings and experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

I examined the answers to these questions within the broader theoretical frameworks of 

two established theories. The theoretical framework selected for the first three research questions 

was Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination, which describes human motivation 

from the perspective of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. The theory asserts that an individual’s 

level of engagement in an activity (self-determination) is dependent on the degree to which three 

innate psychological human needs are present: (a) autonomy; (b) competence; and (c) 

relatedness. The theoretical framework I selected for the final research question was Noddings’s 

(1984) theory of the ethic of care, which describes the special relationship between teachers and 

students in which teachers are obligated and responsible for caring for their students above all 

else; this relationship is referred to as the ethic of care. The theory comprises three characteristics 

that must be present in a caring teacher: (a) engrossment; (b) commitment; and (c) a motivational 

shift from a primary focus on the teacher as self to a focus on the student as the other (Owens & 

Ennis, 2005). 

Chapter 3 contains the following sub-sections: (a) Participants, which discusses the 

process of selecting the four participants along with their individual profiles; (b) Data Collection 

Procedures, which discusses the study’s philosophical worldview and a description of its design 

methodology and modes of data collection; (c) Data Analysis Procedures, which discusses 

organizing the data, techniques for coding and thematic analysis, and efforts to establish 

trustworthiness; and (d) Theoretical Frameworks, which presents introductions to Deci and 
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Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination and Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care, as 

well as discussion about how I applied both theories to the results from this study. 

 

Participants 

Selection of Participants 

For this study, I selected four early-career elementary general music teachers with 5 to 10 

years of experience teaching in a Title I-designated school during the 2017–18 school year. I 

located and recruited the four participants using a process known as purposeful sampling 

(Creswell, 2013) in which the researcher “selects individuals and sites for study because they can 

purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in the 

study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 156). Creswell recommended selecting individuals and sites (referred 

to as cases) that provide information from a variety of perspectives related to the research 

problem. Therefore, I collected qualitative data from the four participants (cases)—each teaching 

elementary general music in her fifth to tenth year in the field. Each participant must have been 

teaching during the 2017–18 school year in a Title I-designated school located in one of four 

predetermined regions across the United States. I chose the four regions—West, South, Midwest, 

and Northeast— to correspond with the same regions from which statistical data are collected as 

part of the biennial Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS), which reports rates of teacher mobility 

and attrition (Keigher, 2010). Investigating one participant in each of these four separate regions 

provided a national perspective of the phenomenon I was investigating—early-career elementary 

general music teacher longevity in Title I settings. 

Following approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) (see Appendix A), my 

search for participants began with informal inquiries through email, social media, and on-site or 
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telephone conversations with music education colleagues and friends situated in each region. I 

informed each person of the purpose of my study and the parameters for eligibility to participate 

(5–10 years of service and currently teaching in a Title I school) and asked them to recommend 

potential participants whom they believed might be eligible. After they sent me their 

recommended names and email addresses, I began contacting individuals on the list to inquire 

about their interest in participating by describing the study and providing a copy of the 

recruitment flyer (see Appendix B). I contacted potential participants until I had secured four 

people who agreed to participate. One person who had agreed early on to participate 

subsequently ceased replying to me after I had attempted to contact her two times. I then 

returned to my list and contacted the next person who had not yet been asked. This resulted in 

my securing a fourth participant. 

Once I had selected the final four participants, I sent them each a copy of the informed 

consent form (see Appendix C) and requested that they read, sign and date, and then return the 

form to me if they consented to participate. Within a week, I had received an electronic copy of 

each participant’s signed and dated informed consent form via email. I then requested that each 

participant choose a first-name only pseudonym to which she would be referred throughout the 

study. To further comply with IRB requirements, I secured an official letter of permission written 

and signed by a school administrator or school district official from each of the four participants’ 

schools. Once these steps were completed, I began data collection for the main study. As an 

incentive to thank each teacher for her participation, I purchased four $50 gift cards from various 

music education retailers that each participant had selected at the beginning of the data collection 

period. At the conclusion of data collection, I sent each participant her gift card along with a note 

of thanks for her time, participation, and insight. 
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Individual Participant Profiles 

All first names used to refer to the four participants in this study are pseudonyms selected 

by each participant before the data collection phase began. The four elementary schools in which 

each participant taught were all designated Title I and have held that distinction since before 

each participant began teaching at her respective school. 

 

Teacher 1: Nancy in the West 

Nancy was a female participant in her mid-30s who taught Grades K–5 general music in 

an elementary school located in a large urban center in the western United States. Nancy had 7 

years of experience in the field and 5 years of experience teaching at her current school. Her 

students were almost exclusively Hispanic/Latinx, and many were English language learners. 

Hispanic was the predominant culture, and Spanish was the predominant language spoken by her 

students. Nancy was of Filipino descent and did not speak Spanish, so she sometimes 

encountered challenges from this language barrier. 

Nancy’s classroom was a typical-sized elementary classroom—approximately 50 feet by 

30 feet. There were two short rows of Orff instruments at one end of the classroom and a 

pegboard attached along one of the two longer walls. Hanging on the pegs was a variety of 

unpitched percussion instruments. There was an electronic keyboard in one corner and a counter 

with a sink where the students sanitized the class set of recorders in another corner. An 

interactive whiteboard with projection was attached to one of the longer walls. There were 

several inviting music-related instructional visuals displayed on all four walls including a five-

line music staff covered in construction paper music notes that had been decorated by individual 
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children. While teaching, Nancy used a voice amplification microphone so that everyone could 

hear her speak. 

 

Teacher 2: Lydia in the South 

Lydia was a female participant in her mid-30s who taught Grades 3–5 general music in 

an intermediate school (Grades 3–5) located in a small rural community in the southern United 

States. Lydia had 9 years of experience in the field and 6 years of experience at her current 

school. Lydia was White, and her students were almost exclusively White with a small number 

of African-American students among the school population. All students at the school spoke 

English, and there were no challenges associated with a language barrier. 

Lydia’s school was built during the late 1960s and designed originally as a middle school 

(Grades 6–8). The music room was the school’s former band room, and because the two largest 

sections of the building were circular, the room had one curved wall and two angular walls 

instead of being rectangular. There were instructional and child-centered music visuals and 

posters displayed on the walls around the room, a ukulele wall with approximately 20 ukuleles 

hanging from pegs on the pegboard, and an interactive whiteboard attached to the front, curved 

wall. On one side of the room on the floor, there were three rows of Orff instruments of various 

sizes. On the opposite side of the room, there was a drum set on the floor, an older model spinet 

piano, and a shelf containing buckets of recorders. In the adjacent corner of the room, there were 

approximately 20 tubano drums of various sizes and enough folding chairs for each student to be 

able to sit while playing. 
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Teacher 3: Courtney in the Midwest 

Courtney was a female participant in her mid-30s who taught Grades K–2 and 5th grade 

general music in an elementary school located in a large suburban center in the midwestern 

United States. Courtney had 8 years of experience in the field and 5 years of experience at her 

current school. Her students were almost exclusively of Arabic descent, and many were English 

language learners. Arabic was the predominant culture and language at Courtney’s school. 

Courtney was White and did not speak Arabic, so she sometimes encountered challenges because 

of this language barrier. 

Courtney’s school was originally a K–12 building when it was built. It comprised three 

connected sections of varying ages: the original, central structure built in the 1920s; an annex 

built in the late 1990s; and a newer addition built in 2014. During a tour, I saw all three sections 

of the school building. The old portion contained a large swimming pool and one classroom with 

a small stage area. Courtney’s music room was located in the original structure of the school and 

contained built-in wood cabinets, wood-frame bulletin boards, and a chalkboard. The walls 

consisted of drywall and polished bricks. Around three walls of the room’s perimeter, there was 

a single ring of chairs on which the students sat when class began. Music-related instructional 

visuals were displayed on all four walls of the classroom. There was a rocking chair for Courtney 

at the front of the room, but individual students often sat in the rocking chair to lead the class in 

steady beat activities. On the floor to the right of the rocking chair, there were approximately 

eight Orff instruments and bins containing unpitched percussion instruments. Courtney’s desk 

area was in one corner of the room. Two of the room’s walls comprised large windows with a 

view out onto the school playground. 
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Teacher 4: Beth in the Northeast 

Beth was a female participant in her mid-30s who taught Grades K–3 general music and 

language in an elementary school located in a large urban center in the northeastern United 

States. Beth had 9 years of experience in the field and 9 years of experience at her current school, 

which she joined the year it opened. Most of her students were immigrants of Chinese descent 

with the remaining students coming mostly from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Many of 

Beth’s students were English language learners. Chinese was the predominant culture and 

language at Beth’s school, but Telugu, Gujarati, and Hindi were also prevalent. Beth was White 

and did not speak any languages other than English and French, so she sometimes encountered 

challenges from these language barriers. 

Beth’s school was a modern and new building approximately 10 years old. As a school 

building in a large, urban area, it consisted of four floors. The music room, which was located on 

the fourth floor, was previously the school library, and I had to take an elevator to reach the 

classroom. There were large windows along one wall that looked out onto the neighborhood. At 

the top of the opposite, near the high ceiling, there were skylights through which natural light 

filled the classroom. The room was bright and spacious with four work center tables and two 

large rug areas on opposite ends of the room. Each rug had an interactive white board attached to 

the wall in front of the rug on which children could sit. There were two rest rooms inside the 

classroom and a recessed area for the teacher’s desk and work area. There were several book 

shelves containing hardcover children’s books. In the corner of the room dedicated to music 

teaching, I saw tubano drums and Boomwhackers displayed along one wall and Orff instruments 

stored inside shelving units. There was a large papier mâché shark hanging as a piece of artwork 

from the air conditioning duct suspended from the ceiling. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

Philosophical Worldview 

According to Creswell (2014), four extant philosophical worldviews connect qualitative 

research design with research methods: (a) postpositivist; (b) constructivist; (c) transformative; 

and (d) pragmatic. This study was situated within the constructivist philosophical worldview, 

which asserts that human beings interpret and construct their own individual reality and that, in 

fact, it is actually impossible not to do so (Patton, 2002). A researcher approaching inquiry from 

a constructivist worldview accepts that there are multiple and varied meanings associated with 

objects, people, and situations and strives to uncover and describe those meanings through open-

ended questions posed to those directly involved, usually the participants (Creswell, 2014). 

These open-ended questions tend to be “broad and general so that the participants can construct 

the meaning of a situation” (Creswell, 2014, p. 8). In constructivism, it is essential to understand 

the historical, social, or cultural context in which the participants are situated, as well as how the 

researcher’s own experiences connect with this context, thereby shaping the researcher’s 

interpretations. Using an inductive process, the researcher “generates meaning from the data 

collected in the field” (Creswell, 2014, p. 9) by building up the patterns, categories, and themes 

found within the data until a more abstract meaning is reached (Creswell, 2013). 

By situating the present study within a constructivist worldview, I sought to understand 

the phenomenon of early-career elementary general music teacher longevity in a Title I school. 

The four teacher participants were able to construct their own individual meanings by explaining 

the factors contributing to why they continued teaching. Through online and on-site interviews 

and participant journaling, I collected responses to open-ended questions on topics related to the 

issues, experiences, challenges, and opportunities associated with the participants’ respective 
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teaching positions. The responses I collected helped to shape an interpretation of the 

phenomenon under investigation. Moreover, I conducted an on-site visit to each participant’s 

school to observe her teach in order to understand better the unique social and cultural settings in 

which each teacher worked daily and to contextualize the responses each participant provided. 

Finally, during an online focus group discussion, I provided the four participants the opportunity 

to compare and contrast their individual answers to a set of open-ended questions and to share 

their unique experiences and perspectives with one another, further elucidating meaning within 

the study’s findings. 

 

Design Methodology 

The design I selected for this study was the “collective case study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 

99), also known as a multiple case study. Stake (1995) defined this research design as “the study 

of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within 

important circumstances” (p. xi). Individual cases, or “bounded system[s]” (Creswell, 2013, p. 

97) can be people, situations, or programs, and case study research probes deeper to examine 

how each case is unique or similar. Stake did not consider the case study a methodology, but 

instead a “choice of what is to be studied” (Creswell, 2013, p. 97), while Creswell (2013) posited 

that the case study could be both a methodology and a product of research. To conduct the 

present study, I gathered data from four cases (participant teachers) who, although unique, shared 

commonalities (early-career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools). With each 

participant, I sought to determine the reasons each teacher remained in her teaching situation. I 

selected the collective case study design because of its capacity to answer my research questions 

through the rich data that each of the four individual participant teachers provided. 
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Modes of Data Collection 

Data collection in qualitative inquiry involves gathering sensitive information in the 

natural environment of the participants in pursuit of emerging patterns, categories, and themes 

that combine to create meaning. These data often comprise multiple sources such as observing 

and interviewing participants and examining artifacts and other documents. The results of a 

qualitative inquiry must include the participants’ voices, clarification of the involvement or 

position of the researcher, a thorough interpretation of the problem—sometimes from more than 

one perspective—and how the results contribute to the onset of change or reforming the situation 

(Creswell, 2013). Moreover, the researcher must continually confirm mutual understanding of 

the contextualized reality between a participant’s perspective and that of the researcher (Grbich, 

2013). 

I collected qualitative data from the four participants in my study through five modes. 

First, I conducted an initial online interview with each individual teacher, using the 

teleconferencing software Skype, during which I asked 17 open-ended questions to establish 

what the teacher’s general school situation was like on a daily basis (see Appendix D). These 

questions pertained to the characteristics of the student population, the teaching schedule, 

available funding, and opportunities for mentoring and professional development. Before the 

first Skype interview, I field tested the interview questions with an elementary general music 

teacher who had experience teaching in a Title I school and then made recommended edits to the 

questions based on his input. With each participant’s consent, I made an audio recording of this 

interview using an Olympus WS-852 Digital Voice Recorder along with a backup recording 

using the Voice Memos application on an Apple iPhone 6 Plus. Once all four Skype interviews 

had been conducted, I transcribed the recorded conversations verbatim into written text. 
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Second, I traveled to each participant’s school to take field notes while observing her 

teach during a typical instructional day. Creswell (2013) referred to four levels of participation 

when researchers observe in the field, and the role I took was as a “nonparticipant/observer” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 167), because I was “an outsider of the group under study, watching and 

taking field notes from a distance” (p. 167). As an observer only, I had minimal to no interaction 

with the teacher, the students, or the lesson activities, but instead simply observed and recorded 

data. This helped me better understand each teacher’s particular setting and created context for 

the interview answers each teacher provided later that day. I took field notes using the word 

processing program Microsoft Word on an Apple MacBook Pro laptop computer. The field notes 

comprised “thick and rich narrative description” (Creswell, 2013, p. 168) of the schools and 

classroom settings, interactions I observed among the teachers, students, and other staff, and my 

initial interpretations of what I experienced using the five senses of “sight, hearing, touch, smell, 

and taste” (Creswell, 2013, p. 166). 

At the conclusion of the instructional day on which I observed, I conducted an on-site 

interview with each teacher that was approximately 1 hour in length. The 16 open-ended 

questions I prepared for the on-site interviews pertained to philosophical topics such as the 

teachers’ self-perceptions as professionals, challenges and opportunities that affected their 

decisions about whether to stay or leave, describing their prominent mentors or role models, and 

describing their relationships with students, administrators, colleagues, and parents (see 

Appendix E). Before conducing the on-site interviews, I field tested the questions with the same 

elementary general music teacher with Title I experience and incorporated edits to the questions 

based on his input. With each participant’s consent, I recorded this interview using an Olympus 
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WS-852 Digital Voice Recorder (and the Voice Memos application of the Apple iPhone 6 Plus 

as backup) and later transcribed each recorded conversation verbatim into written text. 

For a data collection period of 5 weeks, the four participants wrote and submitted a 

weekly journal entry that was due every Sunday evening. Each teacher responded to a set of six 

open-ended questions that were repeated every week (see Appendix F). Responses to these 

questions described specific interactions they had experienced during the prior week with 

colleagues, students, administrators, or parents; their experiences related to mentoring or 

professional development; and their feelings and impressions about their current teaching 

position during that week. The length of each participant’s responses was left to her discretion 

depending on the unique experiences that week. Once again, before presenting the participants 

with the six journal questions, I field tested the questions with the same elementary general 

music teacher and made recommended edits based on his input. 

Using the teleconferencing software Skype, I concluded the data collection phase of the 

study by conducting an online focus group discussion (Krueger & Casey, 2009), during which all 

four participants shared their thoughts and compared and contrasted their answers with one 

another to five open-ended questions (see Appendix G). For this stage of the data collection 

process, I borrowed and adapted five questions from the focus group portion of Seibert’s (2008) 

study on career music teacher longevity. These open-ended questions covered broad topics about 

administrative support, working conditions, professional activities, significant events, the role of 

years of experience, and additional factors that I had not anticipated beforehand. As with the 

interview questions from the other modes of data collection, I field tested the five questions with 

the same elementary general music teacher and made edits based on his input. To maintain 

anonymity, I referred to each teacher by her chosen pseudonym and allowed them the option of 
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turning off their computer webcam if they preferred. None of them chose this option and were, 

therefore, able to see each other throughout the focus group discussion. As before, with the 

participants’ prior consent, I made an audio recording of the focus group discussion using an 

Olympus WS-852 Digital Voice Recorder with the Voice Memos application of the Apple 

iPhone 6 Plus as backup. Later, I transcribed the entire focus group discussion verbatim into 

written text. 

 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Organizing the Data 

The data corpus that resulted from the five modes of data collection I employed needed to 

be organized in order to become manageable for analysis (Patton, 1980). To begin this process, I 

transcribed verbatim the conversations from the four initial Skype interviews, the four on-site 

interviews, and the concluding online focus group using the word processing program Microsoft 

Word. I edited my field notes from the four on-site observations so that they were organized and 

easy to read (Creswell, 2014). Next, I created an individual folder on my computer for each of 

the four participants in which I placed their respective transcripts and my field notes. I stored the 

transcript of the online focus group discussion in a separate folder apart from the four participant 

folders. 

Once the data were organized, I read each transcript several times while listening to the 

corresponding recorded interview to check for accuracy; I also read my field notes from each 

observation several times. The purpose of this step was to gain a sense of the general ideas, tone, 

and emotional associations within the content and to garner overall impressions by interacting 

with the data in its entirety (Agar, 1980). Throughout this step, I wrote short notes or phrases and 
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highlighted in the margins of my documents—a technique referred to as “memoing” (Creswell, 

2013, p. 183)—to identify important concepts and major ideas. Creswell (2013) recommended 

moving past the participants’ initial responses to predetermined questions in order to focus on 

what each interviewee stated on their own beyond the initial answers. Before moving forward 

with the next step of analysis, I sent each participant copies of her interview transcripts and the 

focus group discussion transcript to verify that they were accurate. Once I transcribed, organized, 

and familiarized myself with the data corpus, I then began breaking down the data into smaller 

sections for deeper analysis through a process known as coding and thematic analysis (Creswell, 

2013). 

 

Techniques for Coding and Thematic Analysis 

Coding is a process used frequently in qualitative research that involves identifying, 

labeling, and grouping small units of data according to their specific meanings through assigning 

them to particular categories (Creswell, 2014). Each label, or code, should identify a 

“summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-

based or visual data” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 3). Individual codes can be single words or phrases or 

may even be as short as a single letter, number, or symbol that identifies a particular meaning 

(Grbich, 2013). When an assigned code contains the participant’s exact word(s), it is known as in 

vivo coding (Grbich, 2013, p. 262). Codes can identify theoretical categories or concepts, key 

words, strategies, settings or environments, and characteristics related to the “participants’ 

narratives/stories, behaviours, values, interpretations, situations, relationships, and states of 

mind” (Grbich, 2013, p. 262). 
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Coding requires the researcher to develop intimate familiarity with the data corpus. 

Before assigning codes to the data, I used Saldaña’s (2009) technique known as “pre-coding” (p. 

16) by reading a hard copy of the data while circling, underlining, highlighting, or bolding 

particular words, quotes, or any other passages that seemed particularly meaningful or important. 

Once this task was complete, I uploaded the nine transcripts and 20 journal entries into the online 

research application Dedoose to begin the process of what Saldaña (2009) referred to as “Initial 

Coding” (p. 4)—or simply, open coding. By moving through the complete set of data files for 

each participant one-by-one—saving the focus group discussion as the last file to analyze— I 

read the text while generating individual words or short phrases to represent the meaning of each 

particular section, creating what are referred to as “Initial Codes” (Saldaña, 2009, p. 155). I 

repeated this process for every transcript while always keeping an open mind as to how my 

interpretations could change during subsequent readings. Saldaña (2009) asserted that coding is a 

cyclical, heuristic process, meaning that it is exploratory and does not rely on specific formulas. 

Sometimes, my interpretations changed when re-reading the data, which made my subsequent 

coding of previously-coded data ever more precise. 

To manage the lengthy list of individual codes that resulted from this process, I created a 

codebook (Saldaña, 2009) in which I documented each code by name or symbol, provided a 

succinct definition, parameters outlining when to apply the code—or when not to, if applicable—

and an example of the code’s appropriate use (see Appendix H). To establish trustworthiness, I 

checked for intercoder agreement by asking another researcher familiar with thematic analysis to 

code a selected passage of data using my list of initial codes. We then compared our coding 

examples of the same passage and together determined that my application of the codes to the 

data was both consistent and similar to his (see next section on establishing credibility). 



83 
 

The second phase of the coding process posited by Saldaña (2009) is second cycle coding 

(p. 149), also known as elaborative coding (p. 168) or “Focused Coding” (p. 155), during which 

the researcher looks for recurring patterns among previously assigned codes. According to 

Saldaña (2009), codes assigned in larger data sets are likely to repeat, thereby forming patterns 

of repetition, and it is the researcher’s task to identify these patterns and to create categories to 

label them. Patterns become apparent when codes are repeated according to their similarities, 

differences, frequency, sequence, correspondence, or causation with one another (Saldaña, 2009, 

p. 6). Saldaña (2009) referred to this process as “codifying” (p. 8), and in short, it means to 

cluster codes into broader categories. To conduct focused coding for each section of data, I 

returned to each file within the Dedoose application to look for recurring patterns among the 

initial codes. I made connections among the initial codes and began assigning broader category 

codes to these associations using a function within the Dedoose application to designate some as 

parent codes and others as child codes. Because this was a cyclical process that was repeated 

several times, sub-categories emerged, and categories sometimes became sub-categories to 

overarching categories. The process sometimes required a re-examination of the initial codes 

developed during the open coding process. The heuristic nature of coding made it impossible to 

determine ahead of time exactly how this process would evolve. Once the categories became 

apparent, I applied them to other sections of data, as appropriate, to verify they were reliable and 

that they could be applied consistently. 

Another phase within second cycle coding is known as axial coding (Saldaña, 2009, p. 

159)—particularly appropriate for studies using various sources of data, such as “interview 

transcripts, field notes, [and] journals” (p. 159). In axial coding, categories, which are labels 

associated with a unique event, problem, or issue, serve as the axis around which codes and sub-
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categories coalesce. Through this process, the researcher reassembles the data to form a more 

complete picture of the phenomenon under investigation. After completing the focus coding 

stage for all transcripts and data files, I conducted axial coding, once again using functions 

within the Dedoose application, to determine categories and sub-categories, as they became 

apparent. The process sometimes required a re-examination of the focused coding and open 

coding stages conducted earlier. 

During the process of axial coding, an overall impression of how the categories were 

related to one another began to emerge, and categories coalesced into broader paradigms. As 

these paradigms emerged, they created a broader picture of the phenomenon and became themes 

(Saldaña, 2009). Whereas researchers typically assign single words or short phrases to codes and 

categories (and sub-categories), they typically label themes with a statement or a short sentence 

that uniquely identifies the emergent paradigm. As I asked questions about the phenomenon—

like who, what, when, where, how, and why—I grouped categories within each data file 

according to similar meanings and relationships, and I looked for similarities across all files. I 

then examined the paradigms that appeared and labeled each with a short statement as a 

prominent theme that helped describe the overall phenomenon under investigation. During this 

process, I asked for verification that my analysis was accurate from another researcher familiar 

with thematic analysis (see next section on establishing credibility). Once I had identified four 

prominent themes and verified them for accuracy, I situated three of them within the context of 

Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination (see the final two sub-sections of this 

chapter). The fourth theme was not easily explainable through this theory, so I selected another 

theory, Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care. This process of analysis gave the data 

meaning and made the phenomenon of early-career elementary general music teacher longevity 
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in a Title I school understandable and relatable through the participants’ lived experiences and 

words. 

 

Establishing Credibility 

In qualitative research, the term credibility refers to a study’s “trustworthiness” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 246). In the present study, I used two overarching strategies to establish 

credibility. The first strategy, triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), involves the researcher 

comparing various sources of data to corroborate the emergent themes. Although there are 

numerous techniques of triangulation, I used four during the course of the present study: (a) 

debriefing, (b) clarifying research bias, (c) member checking, and (d) using rich, thick 

description. The second strategy for establishing credibility in this study was intercoder 

agreement, sometimes referred to as “cross-checking” (Creswell, 2014, p. 203). Intercoder 

agreement uses two or more coders to ensure that coding procedures are applied consistently 

across the data (Creswell, 2013; 2014). I will describe both strategies in detail below. 

The first technique for triangulating data in this study was debriefing (Creswell, 2013). In 

this technique, the researcher meets regularly with a peer or a mentor familiar with research 

procedures and/or the research setting and participants. This person acts as a “devil’s advocate” 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 251) by ensuring that the researcher asks difficult questions “about methods, 

meanings, and interpretations” (p. 251). Throughout this study, I met frequently with another 

researcher familiar with thematic analysis to discuss the specific research methods and 

interpretations I used (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

The four participants in my study were early-career elementary school general music 

teachers. Because I am a former elementary general music teacher with 16 years of experience, 
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my own experiences and biases were likely to affect how I interpreted the data collected during 

the study. When such situations arose, I acknowledged my experiences and biases by using a 

second technique of triangulating data known as clarifying researcher bias (Creswell, 2013). 

Through debriefing, my mentor helped me become aware of my researcher bias when it was not 

apparent to me. By acknowledging these experiences and biases, I was able to allow 

interpretations different from my own to be heard, particularly the interpretations and meanings 

intended by my participants, which is a desired outcome in qualitative inquiry. 

I also used the process of member checking as a third technique for triangulating data, 

considered by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as “the most critical technique for establishing 

credibility” (p. 314). This technique verified with the participants that I understood and 

represented their perspectives, thoughts, and situations accurately. To conduct member checks, I 

asked follow-up questions after our interviews and provided copies of my transcripts to each 

participant to check for accuracy. The concluding online focus group discussion also played a 

significant role in the member checking process, since the four participants were able to interact 

with and respond to one another and with me simultaneously. 

In order for the reader to determine whether the findings in this study are transferable to 

his or her situation, I used a fourth technique of data triangulation, referred to as rich, thick 

description (Creswell, 2013). This technique is used to describe every participant, situation, and 

setting with specificity and detail, including the participants’ own words. As asserted in Chapter 

One, obtaining the unique outcomes and perspectives of the participants is the goal of qualitative 

research rather than widespread generalizability. However, generalizability that is local and 

conceptual can arise from similar circumstances across different participants (Grbich, 2013). In 

these instances, Grbich stated that “the development of explanatory concepts and models” (p. 
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26), without assuming widespread generalization, should be the intent. A significant portion of 

this rich, thick description comprised the use of numerous quotations from the participants, 

accompanied by descriptors that allowed the reader to understand the authentic, emotional intent 

through the participants’ written words. Detailed descriptions of each participant’s school 

setting, socio-cultural environment, and activities that took place during the school day also 

provided context and meaning to the data gathered during the interviews, journal submissions, 

and the online focus group discussion (Stake, 2010). 

Intercoder agreement (Creswell, 2013) served as the second overarching strategy for 

establishing credibility throughout the study. To establish intercoder agreement, I shared my list 

of initial codes—the codebook—with another researcher familiar with coding techniques and 

thematic analysis. After I completed first cycle coding (Saldaña, 2009, p. 45) with two excerpts 

of transcript, I provided the same two excerpts un-coded to another researcher, who subsequently 

coded the excerpts. We then compared my coding with his to verify that my application of the 

codes was consistent and accurate. After comparing my findings with his, I again examined the 

initial codes and made adjustments to ensure consistent use of all codes across the data. This 

process, in conjunction with the four techniques of triangulation, helped ensure that my data 

analysis was trustworthy. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks 

In qualitative inquiry, researchers typically use theory to provide broader explanations of 

the ways human beings behave and think, as well as to guide the formulation of questions to 

investigate issues related to human behavior, attitudes, culture-sharing groups, and situations 

(Creswell, 2014). The application of theory often serves as the concluding step of an inductive 
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process, during which the researcher has: (a) gathered information through interviews or 

observations; (b) asked open-ended questions of research participants or recorded field notes; (c) 

analyzed the data collected to locate emergent themes; and (d) determined broader patterns or 

generalizations from these themes. The researcher then selects an extant theory from the 

literature that best situates, explains, or interprets the themes and categories that emerged from 

the data collection during analysis (Creswell, 2014). Specifically referring to case studies, Stake 

(1995) called this process of summative interpretation “naturalistic generalization[s]” (p. 86). 

In the present study, I used open-ended questions for gathering data from four sources to 

investigate the phenomenon of early-career elementary general music teacher longevity in a Title 

I setting. These data sources included transcripts of online and on-site interviews, written journal 

entries submitted by each participant, field notes I took while observing each teacher, and the 

transcript from an online focus group discussion. Through analysis of these data, I located 

categories and themes that led to broader patterns and generalizations. To conclude this inductive 

process, I situated three of the emergent themes within Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-

determination and a fourth theme within Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as 

frameworks for explaining why certain early-career elementary music teachers in Title I schools 

continued teaching in spite of high rates of teacher attrition among similar teachers in similar 

settings. 

 

Theory of Self-Determination 

Deci and Ryan (1985) posited their theory of self-determination to describe human 

motivation—one’s “energy, direction, [and] persistence” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 69)—and the 

inherent tendency toward personal growth that exists in human beings. They asserted that most 
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all human beings are naturally curious, inspired, and motivated, but that these innate tendencies 

for personal growth (nature) are dependent on one’s experiences (nurture). In other words, the 

social context and social environment individuals experience are important influences on the 

degree of their motivation. According to Deci and Ryan, these influences can either help or 

hinder one’s motivation for growth and engagement. 

The theory accounts for two types of motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic 

motivation is “the inherent tendency to seek out novelty and challenges, to extend and exercise 

one’s capacities, to explore, and to learn” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 70). Although this tendency is 

inherent, a supportive and nurturing social or cultural environment is necessary to maintain or 

enhance intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation occurs when one engages in an activity to gain 

an external benefit of some kind (Ryan & Deci, 2000), such as salary, recognition, a prize for 

winning a competition, or even self-preservation. Together, extrinsic and intrinsic motivation 

create an overarching continuum of engagement (self-regulation) ranging from “amotivation” (p. 

72), which is complete disengagement and represents an absence of motivation altogether (non-

self-determination), to “intrinsic motivation” (p. 72), where full engagement is the result of 

inherent desire because of enjoyment (self-determination). Extrinsic motivation comprises the 

area along the continuum between amotivation and intrinsic motivation. Extrinsic motivation 

refers to the degree to which an individual engages in an activity (self-regulation) in order to 

receive external benefits. Self-regulation ranges from a state of mere compliance to a state of 

fully integrating oneself into an activity—even when it may be less enjoyable or interesting—

because of its perceived importance or delayed benefit. 

The theory of self-determination attempts to explain one’s propensity for engagement and 

motivation through the degree to which three innate psychological needs everyone possesses are 
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present: (a) autonomy; (b) competence; and (c) relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Autonomy 

refers to one’s ability to choose whether and how much he or she engages in an activity. The 

closer one is situated toward intrinsic motivation along the continuum of self-regulation, the 

more autonomy he or she possesses, and therefore, as autonomy increases, so does enjoyment 

and satisfaction in the activity. Conversely, as coerced behavior increases, individuals move 

along the continuum toward amotivation, causing enjoyment and satisfaction to decrease (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000). Competence refers to one’s ability to successfully carry out a task or to engage in 

an activity. Increased competence is associated with intrinsic motivation and increased self-

regulation, whereas incompetence is associated with amotivation and non-self-regulation. 

Finally, relatedness refers to a person’s need “to feel belongingness and connectedness with 

others” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 73). Relatedness is an important factor for moving an individual 

from amotivation (non-self-regulation) toward intrinsic motivation (self-regulation). When an 

activity is less engaging or interesting, people need to relate to peers or mentors who find the 

activity more enjoyable and interesting to help them move toward higher levels of self-regulation 

and intrinsic motivation. When human beings’ innate psychological needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness are inhibited, they experience increasing distress and move toward 

amotivation and a state of non-self-determination. However, as these three needs are nurtured, 

distress lessens, engagement increases, and one moves further toward intrinsic motivation and a 

state of self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

 

Theory of the Ethic of Care 

Noddings (1984) posited the theory of the ethic of care to explain the nature of a 

reciprocal relationship between teachers and students. This theory originated from a feminist 



91 
 

perspective of education emphasizing “motherly” (Owens & Ennis, 2005, p. 393) instincts to 

cultivate nurturing connections, relationships, and interactions among people while sharing 

responsibilities for decision making. These instincts merge to form the construct of caring. 

According to Owens and Ennis (2005), “caring [is] a set of relational practices that foster mutual 

recognition and realization, growth, development, protection, empowerment, and human 

community, culture, and possibility” (p. 393). This set of relational practices comprises a 

reciprocal relationship between teachers and students in which each has a role. The teacher’s role 

as the “one-caring” (p. 393) is to care for the students, who are the “cared for” (p. 393), above all 

other priorities. “In this relationship, the one-caring teacher feels an obligation and a sense of ‘I 

must’ in establishing the caring ethic” (p. 393). The relationship is reciprocal because, in order to 

be complete, students must also be “receptive and responsive” (p. 394) to the teacher’s efforts at 

caring for them. 

Noddings’s theory comprises three distinct characteristics codifying the ways teachers 

show care and concern for their students: (a) engrossment; (b) commitment; (c) and motivational 

shift. Through engrossment, teachers accept the feelings of their students and perceive those 

feelings as being relevant and meaningful. Commitment refers to the ways teachers proactively 

move past superficial gestures and responses to their students’ needs by making it a priority to 

care for them above all else. A motivational shift occurs when a teacher views an issue or 

situation through the students’ perceptions rather than relying solely on his or her own 

perceptions. This allows a teacher to understand better what motivates a student to act or react in 

a particular situation. The actions teachers take to show care for their students include: (a) 

modeling ways to care for others; (b) engaging in dialogue with students about how to care for 

others; (c) providing opportunities for students to practice demonstrating their care for others; 
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and (d) using confirmation to encourage and affirm the best in others. When teachers speak of 

their love for children, act in ways to provide for children’s needs, protect children, and express 

concern for the future and well-being of children, they are exemplifying an ethic of care for their 

students. 

 

Application to the Present Study 

I chose the theory of self-determination as one of two theoretical frameworks for this 

study based on research by Seibert (2008). Seibert examined how the three innate psychological 

needs postulated in the theory of self-determination—autonomy, competence, and relatedness—

contributed to one’s becoming a career K–12 music educator. Seibert found that: (a) “career 

music educators are autonomous;” (b) “career music educators are competent,” and (c) “career 

music educators are inter-related” (pp. 91–94). In the results of the present study, I have 

connected three of the four emergent themes—teacher autonomy, teacher competence, and 

teacher relatedness—with these same three innate psychological needs to examine how their 

presence, or lack thereof, has contributed to the level of motivation (self-determination) each 

participant expressed for continuing her career as an elementary general music teacher in a Title 

I school. 

I chose the theory of the ethic of care as the second of two theoretical frameworks 

because the fourth theme that emerged in the findings—nurture and care for children—was not 

easily explained by the theory of self-determination. Rather than being a result of motivation and 

self-determination, I have asserted that actions involving nurturing and caring for children are 

more likely a result of one’s personal ethic and therefore require a separate and different 

theoretical framework for understanding their role in the participants’ longevity. According to 
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the theory of the ethic of care, teachers must proactively demonstrate three characteristics in 

order to create an ethic of care relationship with their students: engrossment, commitment, and 

making a motivational shift. In this study, I examined the four participants’ words and 

experiences related to nurturing and caring for children by associating them with these three 

essential characteristics postulated in the theory of the ethic of care. Applying these two theories 

to the words and experiences of the four participants from this study helped create a 

comprehensive understanding about the unique factors and circumstances contributing to the 

longevity of early-career elementary general music teachers in Title I schools. In the next 

chapter, I present the results of my data collection and analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the circumstances associated with teacher 

longevity among four early-career K–5 elementary general music teachers in their fifth to tenth 

year of teaching in a Title I school. This chapter presents the results of the study in which I 

examined the central research question: How did early-career elementary general music teachers 

in Title I schools describe the opportunities and challenges that contributed to their decisions to 

continue teaching? I used the following four sub-questions to guide the investigation more 

specifically by applying Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination and Noddings’s 

(1984) theory of the ethic of care as theoretical frameworks: 

1. How did the participants perceive their autonomy when describing experiences

related to scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, input into decision

making, funding, teaching environment, and being evaluated, and how did these

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?

2. How did the participants perceive their competence when describing experiences

related to career preparation, classroom management, professional development, and

work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to continue

teaching?

3. How did the participants perceive their relatedness when describing experiences

associated with professional networking, mentoring, relationships with colleagues and

administrators, and the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?
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4. How did the participants perceive their ethic of care when describing feelings and 

experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and how did these 

feelings and experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

Seibert (2008) investigated music educator longevity by applying the theory of self-

determination to qualitative data collected from 15 K–12 music educators and found that career 

music educators remained in the field because of their self-determination. This self-

determination resulted from the degree to which each teacher possessed autonomy, competence, 

and relatedness. With the present study, I examined the longevity of four early-career (5 to 10 

years of teaching experience) elementary general music teachers teaching in Title I schools 

situated in four contrasting regions of the United States. The first three research questions were 

directly related to autonomy, competence, and relatedness—the same three innate, psychological 

human needs posited by Deci and Ryan (1985) in their theory of self-determination. The fourth 

research question was related to the tenets of Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care. 

After examining and coding the multiple sources of data collected from the four 

participants that included a Skype interview, an on-site interview, five weekly journal 

submissions, and an online focus group discussion with all four participants, I derived four 

distinct themes from the data: (a) teacher autonomy; (b) teacher competence; (c) teacher 

relatedness; and (d) nurture and care for children. Seven categories that emerged to form the first 

theme, teacher autonomy, included: (a) scheduling; (b) administrator support; (c) curricular 

choice; (d) input into decision making; (e) funding; (f) teaching environment; and (g) being 

evaluated. Four categories that emerged to form the second theme, teacher competence, 

included: (a) career preparation; (b) classroom management; (c) professional development; and 

(d) work–life balance. Four categories that emerged to form the third theme, teacher relatedness, 
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included: (a) professional networking; (b) mentoring; (c) relationships with colleagues and 

administrators; and (d) the sense of feeling valued by others. Finally, four categories that 

emerged to form the fourth theme, nurture and care for children, included: (a) loving children; 

(b) providing children’s needs; (c) protecting children; and (d) showing concern for the future 

and well-being of children. Table 1 displays the four themes and their corresponding categories. 

Table 1 

Emergent Themes and Corresponding Categories 

Themes 

Theme 1: Teacher 
Autonomy 

Theme 2: Teacher 
Competence 

Theme 3:  Teacher 
Relatedness 

Theme 4: Nurture 
and Care for Children 

Categories 

Scheduling Career preparation Professional 
networking Loving children 

Administrator 
support 

Classroom 
management Mentoring Providing children’s 

needs 

Curricular choice Professional 
development 

Relationships with 
colleagues and 
administrators 

Protecting children 

Input into decision 
making Work–life balance Sense of feeling 

valued by others 

Showing concern for 
the future and well-

being of children 
Funding    
Teaching 

environment    

Being evaluated    
 

Research Question 1, Theme: Teacher Autonomy 

How did the participants perceive their autonomy when describing experiences related to 

(a) scheduling; (b) administrator support; (c) curricular choice; (d) input into decision making; 

(e) funding; (f) teaching environment; and (g) being evaluated, and how did these experiences 
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affect their decisions to stay? My initial open coding and subsequent axial coding of participant 

interview and focus group discussion transcripts and journal submissions led to these seven 

categories aligning naturally under the theme teacher autonomy. The category scheduling 

referred to any issues or experiences related to the frequency or duration of the participant’s 

instructional and planning time. Administrator support included any issues or experiences related 

to the degree to which school or district administrators demonstrated their support, or a lack 

thereof, of the participant and the music program through their actions, words, or interactions 

with the participant. Curricular choice referred to the degree to which each participant was able 

to teach independently using preferred pedagogical approaches, materials, and activities. Input 

into decision making included the degree to which administrators invited input from teachers to 

solve problems or adapt school routines and procedures. Funding referred to any issues or 

experiences associated with the availability of financial resources—either from the school, the 

school district, or outside sources—for the participant’s music program to purchase instruments, 

supplies, or equipment. The category teaching environment included any issues or experiences 

associated with the participant’s instructional space, or a lack thereof, and availability of 

instruments, equipment, and supplies. Finally, the category being evaluated included any issues 

or experiences related to the process of teacher evaluation as experienced by each of the four 

participants. The following four sections describe each participant’s experiences within all seven 

categories using their own stories and words. 

 

Nancy in the West 

Nancy taught K–5 music in a Title I designated elementary school located in a large 

urban center in the western United States. The 2017–2018 school year was her fifth year of 
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teaching at the school and her seventh year of experience in the field. Nancy’s school was 

designated Title I since before she became its music teacher, and her student population was 

predominantly Spanish-speaking Latinx. She did not speak Spanish, and many of her students 

were English language learners. 

 

Scheduling 

Nancy expressed mixed feelings about her schedule. She taught every child enrolled at 

her school, except pre-K, and saw each class for 50 minutes once during a six-day class rotation 

(A–F). She lamented that, when there were fewer school days in a particular week, the class 

rotation was delayed by a day, meaning she often did not see some of her classes for up to two 

weeks. However, this six-day rotation also meant she was able to see single classes regularly 

instead of double classes or mixed homerooms. Her largest class size was around 32 students in 

some of the higher grades, while the lower grades had a typical class size of around 20 to 24 

students. Nancy’s school mandated that kindergarten class sizes remain at 24 students or fewer. 

Nancy stated that the six-day rotation prevented her from having a common planning period with 

her specialist colleagues (art, library, and physical education), however this did not seem to 

concern her as long as she was able to have a planning period every day. 

And, my prep schedule, and the other specialists too is scattered because we just don’t 
have a designated time frame for us to have a prep together, which is fine as long as I, 
legally, I must have my prep, apparently, but, I saw in other states, they don’t even have 
prep periods, so, I was like, “oh okay, lucky me!” (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
Nancy did not express any significant frustrations with her schedule or class sizes, and it 

was apparent to me during my on-site visit that she seemed capable and confident teaching and 

managing every class throughout the day with little difficulty. I did not observe any situations or 

occurrences relating to student behavior that Nancy was not able to resolve successfully. 
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Administrator Support 

When discussing administrative support, Nancy expressed that she felt reasonably 

supported, partly because music was a required class at her school, but also because she felt her 

administrators did not understand the subject. 

I think they value it in a sense that, it’s a required class in a sense. They don’t show too 
much notice or push too many things on me, like asking my choir to perform something, 
or they don’t make many demands from me, from what I’ve noticed, cause, they’re... 
both of them are not musically educated as say, you and I, and they don’t have a 
background in it except maybe for their elementary years, so they don’t know what to ask 
from me. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
She noted, though, that her assistant principal, following a recent observation of Nancy’s 

teaching, seemed to demonstrate a positive understanding of how music teaching was related to 

other subjects in the school. Nancy believed that if she asked her administrators for something 

within reason, it was unlikely they would tell her “no.” 

 

Curricular Choice 

Nancy expressed a feeling of autonomy when it came to being able to teach using the 

pedagogical approaches, materials, and activities that were most authentic to her. 

There is a set of standards I am expected to follow, however I’m basically free to teach 
however I want, because, we’re all different, we all have the same type of... it’s because 
there’s a million resources, we gotta pick, we’re all different. There’s some people who 
are more inclined to do more singing, and more instruments; I’m inclined to do more 
recorder, cause I’m a clarinet player. I’m actually almost free to do whatever I want, but 
of course, there’s some evidence that my admin would like to see for their observations 
and stuff, but I explain to them, it follows these standards. I don’t have a set curriculum 
like the general teacher does, from what I notice. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
 

Input into Decision Making 

Nancy noted, with humor, that her specialist colleagues voted her as their team leader on 

a day she was absent from one of their meetings. This meant Nancy was required to serve with 
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the school’s other grade-level team leaders on the school leadership committee. This did not 

seem to bother Nancy, as she expressed how her administrators occasionally sought input from 

the leadership committee and sometimes even implemented its suggestions. As far as seeking her 

personal input, Nancy told me the only advice that her administrators asked of her was how to 

solve audio issues with the sound equipment. 

 

Funding 

Nancy did not have a designated yearly budget for her music program, but despite this, 

she was able to acquire all the instruments and equipment she needed. Some of the supplies she 

used for creating teaching manipulatives, along with other supplies, were paid for by a minimal 

portion of Title I funds. She also sold recorders to her students but used those funds solely for 

purchasing the recorders and paying for shipping. When requested, Nancy’s principal also found 

the necessary funding to pay for larger purchases, provided it was something Nancy really 

needed for her classroom. 

Four years ago, he [principal] bought me a $2,000 tubano drum set that I asked [for], and 
he said we can use carnival money, and since the whole generated funds committee 
agreed, these kids are going to be using this for years, that’s gonna benefit me. They all 
agreed and said “yes,” and they got me the whole set. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
Nancy also mentioned that funding was sometimes available through her school district’s 

fine arts coordinator. 

 

Teaching Environment 

When asked about her teaching space and available equipment, Nancy expressed 

satisfaction both with the size of her classroom and the availability of instruments and 

equipment. She stated, “I think my space is adequate, and I think I have as many instruments as I 
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need. Of course, I would like more, but that’s more of a want than a need” (Skype interview, 

04/04/2018). 

 

Being Evaluated 

In the first of her five weekly journal submissions, Nancy expressed positive feelings 

about her assistant principal’s formal assessment of her teaching. 

During a post-observation meeting with my assistant principal/supervisor, she gave a lot 
of positive feedback on my teaching and school involvement into my evaluation. The 
evaluation my A.P. made was the self-esteem boost I needed and made me feel like I’m 
doing something right and made me want to work harder. (Journal 1, 04/06/2018) 
 
Nancy also mentioned during her Skype interview that she was beginning to notice her 

assistant principal making positive curricular connections between music teaching and general 

education subjects in other classes. 

 

Lydia in the South 

Lydia taught Grades 3–5 music in a Title I designated intermediate school located in a 

small rural community in the southern United States. The 2017–18 school year was her sixth 

year of teaching at the school and her ninth year of experience in the field. Lydia’s school was 

designated Title I since before she became its music teacher, and her student population was 

predominantly White. There was little diversity among the student population at Lydia’s school, 

and because all of her students spoke English, she experienced no language barriers. Lydia 

expressed her excitement that she finally had one student who was Pacific Islander and three 

students who were Indian. 
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Scheduling 

Lydia taught every student on her campus with typical class sizes of between 18 to 23 

students each. She expressed frustration, however, with some challenges related to her allotted 

instructional and planning time, as well as her teaching schedule. Although Lydia’s schedule 

allowed her to see each class once a week for 45 minutes, she had to use part of that time to walk 

to each class’s homeroom to pick up her students and then walk them back to her music 

classroom. This also meant she had to stop teaching early in order to walk the students back to 

their homeroom. 

I’m required to pick up and drop off my classes, and they don’t want me to pick them up 
until it’s time for my class to start, so it’s really 40 minutes by the time you take that into 
account, and they’re never ready to go when I get there, <laughs> so I usually sit at the 
door for 3 or 4 minutes waiting for them to line up and, you know, I try to get there 2 or 3 
minutes early; it just depends on how badly I need to use the restroom as to whether or 
not I’m there early. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
Another challenge Lydia expressed was that sometimes the grade-level classroom 

teachers were permitted to keep their students in the classroom and not required to send them to 

music class. 

The school policy, because there’s not enough ways to punish a student, is that they 
[students] are allowed to be pulled out of music twice a month. So, they only have to 
come to my class half the time. And so, if they don’t do their work, or if they don’t have 
their A.R. [Accelerated Reader] points or other qualifiers, they don’t get to come to my 
class all the time. Now, to be fair, there are really only two or three teachers in the whole 
school that use that as a punishment. The first year I was there, there were a handful of 
kids I didn’t see but twice a year, I mean, cause their teachers never sent them. (Skype 
interview, 04/03.2018) 
 
Lydia also struggled with an inadequate amount of planning time. While she technically 

had a planning period every school day, she had an uninterrupted planning period only three days 

each week. On the other two days, her planning period was split into 15-minute increments at 

different times during the day, and at those times, she was committed to gym or hallway duties 
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supervising students before and after school. Throughout my interactions with Lydia, she often 

expressed numerous ways this lack of uninterrupted planning time resulted in her job being more 

difficult than it should have been. 

 

Administrator Support 

Despite reporting an overall positive relationship with her administrators, Lydia often 

expressed dissatisfaction with the level of support she received from them. She felt somewhat 

supported in the past when her principal prohibited the classroom teachers from keeping their 

students out of music class during the weeks leading up to a music performance. However, even 

this minimal level of support soon waned. 

Up until this year, I have felt extremely supported, when I’m having, like, a show coming 
up or something. The teachers aren’t allowed to keep their kids out those weeks, like, for 
about six weeks before the show, they’re not allowed to keep them out. And then, this 
year, a teacher got in [the principal’s] face about it, and so she’s changed it to where they 
don’t have to send their kids if we’re getting ready for a show, and so I’m really 
frustrated about that. I have not actually sat down and talked to her about it, simply 
because I know I need to not be emotional. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
Lydia believed that her administrators seemed to value her more as a language arts 

teacher than as a music teacher, since she was also required to teach at least one RTI (Response 

to Intervention) language arts class every day. Her administrators had hinted strongly to her that 

they would have liked to have made her a general classroom teacher, but she was resistant to that 

idea and said she would never do it. Lydia was also not allowed to provide assessment grades for 

her students on their report cards. Her school secretary assigned every student a behavior-based 

S (satisfactory) for music regardless of whether he or she attended music, or even if the student 

exhibited poor behavior while in music class. Lydia expressed concern that her administration 
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was not communicating to parents that their children were often being kept out of music class by 

the homeroom teachers. 

 

Curricular Choice 

When discussing the ability to choose materials and use pedagogical techniques she 

believed were best, Lydia stated she was free to teach however she wanted as long as her formal 

observations were successful and as long as no one complained about her. 

I don’t think that I’m necessarily seen as a babysitter; I think that’s a little over-dramatic, 
but at the same time, I’m not on their list of, well, and to be fair, I think I’m really good 
at my job. I know that sounds very, like, <laughing> pompous; I’m not trying to be 
pompous. I think I’m pretty decent at my job, so I think that as long as I continue to do 
well on my observations, and no one’s complaining, they’re [administrators] just gonna 
leave me alone. If people were complaining about me, I think that would probably 
change. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
 

Input into Decision Making 

Lydia expressed a negative outlook about her ability to provide input into campus 

procedures, as well as her participation in decision making at the school. 

I don’t think any of us get to make any decisions, because it’s not what we really do at 
our faculty meetings. <laughs> I mean, there’s a leadership team, and they meet one 
Tuesday a month, and if we have any suggestions or concerns, we’re supposed to talk to 
them, and they talk to administration, and then they [administration] decide if it’s a thing 
worth doing. [When asked about providing suggestions to the administration] ... no, 
<laughter> and they wouldn’t care even if they got them, at least not in my regard. They 
might care if it’s a classroom teacher, but they’re not gonna do anything for me. (Skype 
interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
 

Funding 

Lydia and her specialist colleagues (art, P.E., and computer) were allotted a minimal 

budget each year for classroom supplies or materials based on school enrollment numbers. The 

team would share $1.00 per student, meaning that Lydia was allowed $0.25 for each student she 
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taught. During the 2016–2017 school year, this amounted to approximately $96, and during the 

2017–18 school year, due to a larger enrollment, it was approximately $118. During Lydia’s first 

year, it was as low as $83. The team was not permitted to roll these funds over to the next school 

year, so they had to be spent during the current year every year. “In the music world, you know, 

you can’t do anything with $83.... and, you can’t roll it over” (Skype interview, 04/03/2018). 

When I asked Lydia whether she had access to any other sources of funding, she told me about 

numerous grants she had written and received to purchase drums, Orff instruments, and ukuleles 

for her students. She had received thousands of dollars from Walmart and Donors Choose. 

However, her school district was now requiring its teachers to have grant proposals approved 

before they could be submitted. 

I used to write a bunch of Donors Choose grants, not so much this year, because now the 
district wants to approve them before you write them, and I don’t mind jumping through 
the holes, but I just haven’t been motivated to jump through the holes, especially since I 
don’t have the planning periods that I usually have. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
One year, Lydia was awarded a grant of over $2,000 from Walmart that was stolen 

internally by a company employee before it could be sent to her school. Due to circumstances 

related to Walmart’s internal investigation, she never received the funds. However, this year 

Walmart awarded her $1,200. Lydia also indicated that she spent up to $3,000 of her own money 

each year to purchase supplies, equipment, instruments that she needs, and tuition for workshops, 

conferences, and other professional development activities. 

 

Teaching Environment 

Lydia was pleased with her teaching space, which was formerly a band room due to the 

school’s original designation as a middle school. She expressed that, as far as adequate space, no 

one could ask for a better classroom for teaching elementary general music. 
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It’s just incredible. I love my classroom. I cannot complain about my space at all, ever. It 
did have some really nasty yellow carpet on the wall when I first started there that’s been 
there since the 60s, but, <laughs> now that’s gone, and they put up some plaster stuff and 
it’s much better; it’s prettier now; it’s light. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
Although Lydia had acquired almost everything she needed when it came to instruments, 

equipment, and supplies, she relayed an interesting story about her classroom instruments when 

she arrived at the school six years before to begin her job. 

The music teacher that was here in 2012, she was engaged to be married to a man in 
[state name redacted], and so two weeks before school started, she took all the stuff out of 
the music room and left. I mean, I had a class set of ukuleles before I got here, because a 
parent had bought them and donated them to her room, and she took that as donated them 
to... her. She took every instrument that wasn’t broken. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia relayed more details about this story to the other three participants during our 

concluding online focus group discussion. 

The first year when I started, I had a small cabinet full of broken rhythm instruments. The 
teacher before me had literally taken everything worth playing with her. She didn’t tell 
anyone she was leaving, so she cleaned out the closet and left, and then sent in her 
resignation, and so, like, the class set of ukuleles, and the class set of this, and the class 
set of that was gone. And that first year was really tough cause pretty much we had body 
percussion, and I started getting grants. (Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 
During my site visit to Lydia’s school, I was impressed with the number of Orff 

instruments, drums, ukuleles, and the amount of equipment she had acquired to use in her music 

program. 

 

Being Evaluated 

Lydia did not speak at length about her formal observations other than to state what I 

described earlier in this section—that as long as her observations were successful, and as long as 

no one complained about her, she was free to teach however she liked. During the online focus 
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group discussion, Lydia stated, “I have to justify stuff on my evaluations as well, but... I am not 

required to provide any data to them [administrators]” (Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018). 

 

Courtney in the Midwest 

Courtney taught K–2 music and one section of 5th grade music in a Title I designated 

elementary school located in a large suburban area in the midwestern United States. The 2017–

2018 school year was her fifth year of teaching at the school and her eighth year of experience in 

the field. Courtney’s school was designated Title I since before she became its music teacher, 

and her student population was predominantly immigrant students from Yemen and Lebanon 

who spoke Arabic. Courtney often dealt with issues related to cultural differences and a language 

barrier. The student enrollment at Courtney’s school was high—over 900 students—and 

Courtney worked with a full-time teaching partner who taught almost all sections of the upper 

elementary grades. 

 

Scheduling 

At Courtney’s school, the specialist classes (music, art, P.E., library, and science) 

followed a weekly rotation. The lower elementary grades (K–2) had music class twice each week 

for 45 minutes, while the upper grades (3–5) had music once each week for 45 minutes. 

Courtney expressed no frustrations or difficulties with her teaching schedule, and she had a 

dedicated planning period every school day. However, because of the school’s high enrollment, 

she did have larger class sizes—typically classes of 25 to 30 students. Some of the classes were 

bilingual and, consequently, had a smaller enrollment of around 20 students. Each class Courtney 

taught was a self-contained homeroom, which meant the homeroom teachers also experienced 
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these same large class sizes. One of Courtney’s struggles was to find ways to engage all of her 

students with ample opportunities to play the limited number of Orff instruments in her 

classroom, which I observed first hand during my on-site visit. 

 

Administrator Support 

Courtney expressed mixed feelings about administrator support for her and her program. 

On one hand, she had a supportive assistant principal who followed through on student 

discipline, but on the other hand her principal did not follow through and often dismissed 

behavior issues by giving a student no consequences and sending him or her back to the music 

classroom with a snack saying, “oh, they’re probably hungry” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). 

Courtney also stated that her principal spoke kindly of her and her program on the surface, but 

that his actions demonstrated a lack of support. 

It’s funny because, to an outsider, he does look supportive, because he shows up to 
things, he takes pictures, and he has nothing but good things to say about my teaching 
and the programs I put on. But I really feel like that’s kinda like a show that he does. 
When I have conversations with him one-on-one, it doesn’t seem genuine, and I’ve had 
two administrators before him, one was a band director’s husband—so he really 
supported music a lot—and my very first principal was very supportive too. He [current 
principal] just seems, like, more interested in other things, which I get, because he is 
running a school. It doesn’t seem genuine, and I feel like, when the parents come for, 
like, a music concert, he views that as an opportunity to talk to the parents; he always 
talks about how the students should be reading at home; he made an announcement at our 
2nd-grade concert that, “your student shouldn’t be watching wrestling, and your student 
shouldn’t be wrestling at school, so please, don’t let your students wrestle and talk to 
them about that.” ... nothing about the music program; it’s like an opportunity to talk to 
parents for him. Not like, “oh, they’re... becoming better humans... via music,” it’s like, 
“oh well, all the parents are here, let’s” .... he’s even talked about testing, like... “it’s time 
for a [acronym redacted] testing, so make sure your students are eating breakfast and 
sleeping,” which is also important, but that’s not really the time for that, in my opinion. 
(Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
During the online focus group discussion, Courtney described several other instances 

when she felt her principal offered only mediocre support for the music program. After Beth 
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recounted how she was able to successfully educate her administrators about the value of music 

instruction, Lydia responded that her administration did not want to be educated; Courtney 

immediately concurred with, “mine either!” (Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018). Courtney 

often wrote in her journal submissions about her lack of administrator support. 

I asked my assistant principal to come speak to my 5th graders on Thursday morning 
[about behavior]. He informed me that he would be out of the building, and he would 
send the principal in his place. I thanked him, even though I know a talk from the 
principal usually makes no difference in student behavior. On Thursday morning, the 
principal never came to music class. On Friday, the assistant principal checked in to make 
sure the principal addressed the issue. When I told him he never came, he apologized and 
seemed upset. This was a negative experience. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 
 
I had an end-of-the-year meeting scheduled with my principal on Thursday morning. He 
was not in his office at my scheduled time. I emailed him to confirm that I had tried to 
attend our meeting. He told me he had another engagement at that time. This has 
happened multiple times in my years working in this school. I feel like this is 
disrespectful of my time, considering I signed up for the time slot and he never said he 
would be unavailable. This was a negative experience. (Journal 4, 04/27/2018) 

 

Curricular Choice 

Similar to Nancy and Lydia, Courtney also confirmed her freedom to teach music using 

the materials, activities, and pedagogical approaches she deemed most appropriate. 

As far as what I teach, I’m 100% in control. I don’t need to turn in any lesson plans 
unless I’m being evaluated, and I get advanced notice for that. I kind of use a mixture of 
resources from our textbook, from my Orff levels, from my Kodály levels, and 
workshops I’ve been to. I don’t follow the textbook page-to-page; I don’t think students 
really learn much that way, so I bring my own lesson plans, and I can change them 
anytime. So, I’m 100% in control, and administration doesn’t care. (Skype interview, 
04/08/2018) 
 
When I asked Courtney how that made her feel, she replied, “for the most part, I’m fine 

with it, because they’re [administrators] not musicians and they don’t really know anyway what 

should be going on in the music room necessarily” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). 
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Input into Decision Making 

Like Lydia, Courtney also expressed a negative outlook regarding her ability to have 

input into campus decision making. 

As far as decision making in my school, I don’t really have much say, but that goes for 
everybody. He’ll [principal] ask us our opinions on things at staff meetings that people 
will share their opinions and they’re all respectable, and then nothing is…. we don’t 
conclude on anything, and then he just does what he wants anyway... all the time. He just 
does what he wants about everything.... about testing, about lining up after recess, about 
what time snack is delivered... he asks for people’s opinions, but he doesn’t really listen. 
It’s very frustrating. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
 

Funding 

When describing sources of funding for her music program, Courtney said, “I have a 

budget of zero dollars from my school” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). However, she did go on 

to explain that when she needed a new instrument or new equipment, she could ask for it from 

the head of her district’s music department and that, “she’ll give me what she can when she can. 

I got a new tubano drum this year, so I’m over the moon about that!” (Skype interview, 

04/08/2018). Courtney continued: 

My music department head, she’s very supportive, and I feel like she does everything she 
can for us, but as far as the school, my principal will not give me and my music teaching 
partner any money. Even for the musical we just did, we asked for $200 for costumes and 
stage decorations, and he would not give it to us; we had to go through the PTA. (Skype 
interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
In a journal entry, Courtney lamented other frustrations regarding her principal and 

funding. 

I attended a union meeting on Thursday morning. Many teachers discussed that our 
principal will not let us organize fundraisers for field trips. [Teaching partner] and I 
brought up the fact that we are always denied the opportunity to raise funds for the music 
program. Even at after-school events, our principal said we could not ask for donations, 
charge admission, or sell flowers for the performers. Our union representatives noted our 
issue. If something changes, this will be a positive experience. However, I doubt anything 
will change. (Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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Teaching Environment 

Courtney’s teaching space was a large classroom in the oldest part of her school building. 

At one time, she almost lost her room when it was slated by the principal to become the new 

teacher’s lounge. However, Courtney advocated for her program and appealed to the principal. 

I have a very large classroom, and it’s perfect. I have chairs around the perimeter; we 
have room to move and dance and make a circle. I had to really advocate for myself to 
get that space... they wanted to make that the teacher’s lounge, and I pretty much told my 
principal “no,” and I gave him a list of reasons why, like, it’s not like other classrooms, 
and the students need a chance to get up and move, and we have a whole movement 
portion of our curriculum that needs to be addressed, and I need this space. (Skype 
interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
In this particular instance, Courtney was able to persuade her principal to let her keep the 

classroom. As far as instruments and equipment, Courtney made things work as best she could. 

With her school’s large student enrollment, her class sizes tended to be large, and she had to 

share the school’s single set of Orff instruments with her teaching partner. 

I have to split everything with my music teaching partner, so... we have 16 Orff 
instruments, but I only have eight and she has the other eight upstairs... same thing with 
drums, I have five and she has the other five, which makes lesson planning interesting, 
because you don’t want kids just sitting there waiting for their turn, so I try to be creative 
and say, “your job is to sing right now.” <laughs> “Your job is to wave a scarf around,” 
or whatever <laughs> So, instrumentarium is hard because we just have to split 
everything. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
Courtney expressed that it was never practical for her and her teaching partner to loan 

each other all of their allotted instruments because of the distance between their classrooms and 

because the other music room was upstairs from Courtney’s room. Instead, they tended to loan 

each other one instrument, and Courtney stated that even one additional instrument could help 

move rotations along faster, allowing more students to play during a lesson. 
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Being Evaluated 

When it came to discussing her formal teacher evaluations, Courtney expressed a 

negative outlook regarding the validity of her observations. She expressed the belief that her 

principal did not take her evaluations seriously and that they were inconsequential to him. 

When, like, they [principals] do come to evaluate me, I’m evaluated by my principal. He 
has, like, no feedback for me ever... except for “that was great” ... “good job.” Well, no, 
I’m still, like, kind of a new teacher, I know there’s things I can do better, so, he doesn’t 
really offer any feedback, and that’s another reason why I feel like he doesn’t really care. 
(Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
I have to go to the principal for my evaluations.... my one-on-one meetings. I mean, he’s 
copied and pasted my evaluation for the last few years. When he has to write the final 
review, it’s literally copied and pasted, or my favorite, for my teacher evaluation, we are 
[rated] “not effective,” “minimally effective,” “effective,” or “highly effective” ... those 
are the four ratings. And, I think it was 2 years ago, for my final evaluation, that goes in 
my folder, he checked me as “effective” and “highly effective.” It’s because he just 
checks boxes, he doesn’t care. That’s, like, the final one that you need to make sure is 
right; it goes in my file. I said, “well... what am I?” He goes, “oh, sorry” and then he gave 
me “highly effective.” It just made me feel like, “okay... thank you...... thanks for your 
time.” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
 

In one journal entry, Courtney wrote: 

[Teaching partner] also mentioned that her administrator (the assistant principal) wanted 
to rank her as “highly effective” this year, but our principal denied him. We are both 
confused about this, because the principal does not observe [teaching partner]. This news 
upset me on her behalf. (Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
 
 

Beth in the Northeast 

Beth taught K–3 music in a Title I designated elementary school located in a large urban 

center in the northeastern United States. The 2017–2018 school year was her ninth year of 

teaching at the school and also her ninth year of experience in the field. Beth’s school was 

designated Title I since it opened, which was also the same year she became a teacher there. Her 

student population was approximately 80% Mandarin-speaking Chinese immigrants with most of 
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the remaining students coming from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. Beth spoke English and 

French, while most of her students were English language learners who spoke Mandarin, Telugu, 

Gujarati, or Hindi as their native language. Beth taught all of the students in her school, and she 

differed from the other three participants because she was certified as an ESL (English as a 

second language) teacher—rather than as a music teacher—and was originally hired at her 

school as the language through music teacher. At first, ambiguity about the teaching 

responsibilities of this unique job resulted in challenges for Beth that she eventually overcame. 

 

Scheduling 

Beth saw each of her K–2 classes and one 3rd grade class twice each week for, 

technically, 50 minutes, however because she taught several of her classes in the students’ 

homerooms located on various floors of a multi-story school building, her available instructional 

time was usually only 45 minutes. The remaining three 3rd grade classes she taught had music 

class only once each week. On some days, Beth saw only kindergarten and 1st grade classes all 

day, while on others, she taught only 3rd grade classes the entire day. The day I visited Beth’s 

school was a Tuesday, which was the day she taught at least one section of all four grades, K–3. 

Beth was grateful for being able to see her younger students twice a week, and as she progressed 

as a music teacher, she experienced how valuable and beneficial that amount of instructional 

time was for developing her students’ musical and language abilities. She stated, however, that 

difficulties in her schedule could arise because of the complications associated with where she 

taught each class; some were in the students’ homerooms, while others took place in a corner 

area of the library dedicated to music teaching. This dedicated space in the library was often 

needed for other instructional purposes even when Beth was scheduled to teach music there. 
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Administrator Support 

When Beth first accepted her position as the language through music teacher, she had 

limited experience with teaching music even though she had earned a music degree. Her 

principals also did not understand general music instruction at the elementary level. This resulted 

in Beth experiencing negative administrator support during the first couple of years she was in 

her position. 

Well, my administrators were not super supportive of the music program to start, and I 
think it’s because they just didn’t have vision for what that looked like, and they didn’t 
really trust... well, they didn’t have any guidance from me at first, cause, you know, I’m 
an ESL teacher certified with a music degree, but I’m not a music educator by choice. 
<laughs> I think it’s by happenstance, and I think it’s the best thing, they saw, like, I 
thanked them for seeing that I could be a music teacher before I could see that in me. So, 
hats off to them on that, but I think at the beginning, they thought music teaching was 
supposed to look like all of the other kind of teaching in the school, and we’re, like, a 
teacher’s college, mini-lesson, workshop model kind of school, and I knew in my heart of 
hearts that that was not how music was supposed to be. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Beth explained that, because of this incongruence between her expectations and the 

principal’s, she received two consecutive poor evaluations, but because of this—fortunately—her 

principal located and contacted an outside professional development organization for music 

education to help Beth develop her skills as a music teacher. Because Beth demonstrated 

increasing progress and effectiveness as a music teacher through her work with this organization, 

and because she soon acquired the necessary vocabulary to advocate for her music program, she 

later enjoyed positive support from her administrators. Her principals then realized the 

importance of her music program, not only in situations involving the school’s public relations, 

but also from the perspective that meaningful learning could occur with students through music 

instruction. 
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Curricular Choice 

When asked about her ability to teach the way she wanted, Beth expressed that she had 

the freedom to choose materials, activities, and pedagogical approaches according to what she 

believed was best for her students and most authentic to her teaching style. Despite this freedom, 

Beth stated that her principal still expected to see her instruction organized in units using 

backward planning as outlined in the understanding by design model of lesson planning. Beth 

described both pros and cons to this approach. 

I find that [approach] limiting and difficult to do, but I’ve done it. And, you know, it’s 
not that I can’t do it. I just sometimes feel, like, it’s limiting in terms of the way I want to 
teach. But on the flip side, doing it has helped me map things out; now that I feel like I’ve 
kind of come to the point where my instruction, like, where I’ve found lessons and units 
that I want to repeat and keep.... those units are much easier to write, and they’re much 
easier to go back to, but I feel like the first couple of years when I was like, “I don’t even 
know how to teach what I’m teaching, like, don’t make me put it into a lesson, a unit 
plan, because I don’t know what I’m doing!” I think that’s really the only limitation I’ve 
found is, like, he wanted to have it down on paper before I was ready. (Skype interview, 
04/05/2018) 
 
 

Input into Decision Making 

Like Nancy, Beth also participated on her school’s leadership committee, and she was 

currently serving her fourth year as a member. She felt like the committee had a fair amount of 

input and involvement into campus decisions when it came to things like event planning, for 

example. Although she and the committee were not responsible for day-to-day operations and 

procedures in the school, Beth did not express negative impressions of her ability to offer input 

into decision making. 

 

Funding 

Beth did not have an official budget for funding her program. However, she often 
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received money from her district that was typically shared by other teachers and programs 

school-wide like visual arts. 

The [district], like, luckily send[s] the arts teachers an email that says, “there’s gonna be a 
thousand dollars, over, that’s going into the school budget account; make sure that you 
tell your principal what you want, what you need.” That happened last year for the first 
time that I knew of, and, my principal said to me “oh, good news there’s $200 for you,” 
and I said “oh, really? Because, I got an email that said there was a thousand,” and he 
goes “oh.” <laughing> So, I don’t think he was trying to be particularly sneaky, but we 
don’t have a visual arts program, in our school so, you know, I...as a music teacher, think 
it’s super important that kids have access to all the arts. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Beth also noted that, when needed, she could acquire funds from her school PTA, which 

is very supportive of her program. She also described occasionally purchasing a book with her 

own funds for her classroom, so that she could actually own the book and take it with her in case 

she ever changed positions. Overall, Beth had positive impressions of how her program was 

funded. 

 

Teaching Environment 

I have already discussed how Beth had a small dedicated space for teaching music in one 

corner of the school library located on the fourth floor of her building—which incidentally no 

longer served as the library because of a lack of school funding to support a library media 

specialist. However, this space was often shared with other ENL (English as a New Language) 

teachers who were sometimes present in the room while Beth taught music classes. Beth 

expressed frustrations with this arrangement even though she was grateful to have a space. Due 

to scheduling conflicts with the library, Beth had to push in to several of her classes, meaning 

that she took a cart or a tote bag of supplies and taught the class in the students’ homerooms. She 

expressed how this limited her ability to use Orff instruments or any other larger, heavier 

equipment she might want to use as part of her lessons. 



117 
 

I would love a designated music space, because I’m in the library; it’s nice in some ways 
because it’s a big space, but it’s also a disadvantage because, it was built as a library, so 
I’ve moved as many shelves as I can, but I also share that space with a guided reading 
area, like, so all of the guided reading books for the whole school are in the library, and 
so the teachers come up to get their guided reading books for their small group 
instruction, and that’s fine; I don’t care about people walking in and out of my classroom 
to get their stuff, but, it just means I have [a] smaller space. I have a giant storage closet 
to use, but the cooling system is located in that closet, and two summers ago, the system 
was totally broken and it actually, like, rained in that closet, the condenser or whatever 
was broken, and so a lot of stuff got wet, and so I don’t feel comfortable or safe putting 
instruments in there. So again, one of those things where, you don’t wanna get thousands 
of dollars’ worth of Orff instruments that are not going to be taken care of. Our space is 
really terrible in terms of ventilation, for a new school. There’s just a ton of dust in my 
space so, I would love, like, better air filtration systems. And, I just, you know, I’d love a 
dedicated space where I didn’t have to have tables and share with the science teacher and 
could get rid of all that stuff, so kids can move freely, and I wouldn’t have to worry 
about, you know, putting the tables back or all that kind of stuff. So, but I feel like, 
there’s so many music teachers [who] complain about being on a cart all the time, that 
like, it’s nice to have a wish list, but I’m still pretty lucky to have a space. (Skype 
interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
 

Being Evaluated 

A pivotal moment occurred for Beth related to one of her formal teacher evaluations. 

This event almost caused Beth to quit teaching and to leave the field, but because of the way it 

was resolved, she remained in her position since that time. 

I was new in this position; I was getting no guidance [from administrators]. I was getting 
a lot of “we’ll come see you,” but they never came, “we’ll help you,” but they never 
helped, “no, we wanna see this, not that,” but it was never well-defined, like, and when I 
took this position, it was kind of like, “I’m not ready to teach music yet,” and they were 
like, “well, this is when we’re doing it,” and I was, you know, six months pregnant, and, 
like, I didn’t want to teach ESL the way it was, so I did want to pursue this, but there was 
no vision for what their music taught by an ESL teacher should look like, and that was 
hard, so ultimately <exasperated> I got a U [unsatisfactory] for the year, when I.... in 
2013; I was nine-months pregnant. I had two back-to-back terrible observations. (On-site 
interview, 04/24/2018) 
 
Beth went on to describe how the second U rating on her observation paused her salary 

and how she actually went into labor on the same day she was required to sign the evaluation 

form documenting the poor rating. Consequently, Beth took a year off from teaching after this 
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experience and stayed home with her new baby. During this period, however, her principal 

contacted a local outside professional development organization for music education, and when 

Beth returned the next year, she became involved with this program through mentoring, 

workshops, and summer training courses. 

I stayed home for 14 months, and in that time, my principal found [organization name 
redacted]. He had to, because of the year prior, he had to show that he was making strides 
to make me better, and like, that’s just how principals have to do that, so I didn’t feel like 
he was pushing me out. I know that he does that with other people, and other people feel 
like he’s trying to push them out; I didn’t feel that way. I felt like he couldn’t help me, 
and he wanted to be able to help me. I also think he saw I had potential and just didn’t 
know what to say. (On-site interview, 04/24/2018) 
 
Since that pivotal moment, Beth went on to receive positive performance reviews that 

resulted in both financial and professional support from her principals. This resulted in her 

experiencing increasingly positive evaluations since that time. 

My interactions with my AP this week during and following my formal observation made 
me so happy and confirmed that my hard work these past few years was paying off and 
being noticed and appreciated. While I do wish it wouldn’t take an official observation 
for all of this to come to light, I think about the journey we have all been on and I realize 
that if I had not stayed in teaching I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy this moment, nor 
would my administrators have been able to see the growth that has taken place in my 
classroom and as a result of all of the professional development, planning and vision that 
I have had for this program. I was so grateful that the observation went so well and that 
my AP recognized and valued the work that was taking place. This morning (Monday), 
my principal stopped me in the hall and told me that he heard about my lesson from 
[assistant principal] and how well it went. I asked him if he was surprised (just a nervous 
reaction, given our history). He smiled and patted me on the shoulder and said that he 
doesn’t often hear from [assistant principal] about how observations go, and it was rare 
that they talk about it. He was happy that things were going so well and looked forward 
to hearing more about it. So, all in all this was an extremely positive experience, and I’m 
grateful that we have come full-circle almost 5 years after such an awful experience. 
(Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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Summary of Findings for Research Question 1 

In spite of several challenges, Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all expressed a 

somewhat positive outlook about issues and experiences related to their respective teacher 

autonomy. Each teacher described unique challenges related to her teaching schedule. Despite a 

less-than-perfect schedule, Nancy was able to see single classes that were not too large to 

manage. Lydia had manageable class sizes and a good teaching schedule, but she struggled with 

losing instructional time picking up and dropping off her classes. Moreover, the classroom 

teachers were often permitted to keep their students from attending music class even during the 

weeks leading up to a performance. This struggle was combined with inadequate planning time 

to prepare for her teaching and completing other daily tasks. Courtney was satisfied with her 

teaching schedule and the amount of instructional time she had, and she was fortunate to have a 

dedicated planning period each day. Beth was happy with her teaching schedule and the amount 

of instructional time she had, although she experienced stress from having to travel from one 

classroom to another on multiple floors. 

Varying degrees of administrative support influenced each participant’s individual sense 

of teacher autonomy. Nancy experienced reasonably positive support from her administrators, 

despite their lack of understanding music as a subject, and their support meant they usually 

provided her with everything she needed. Lydia expressed lukewarm support from her principal, 

who often allowed the classroom teachers to prevent some of her students from coming to music 

class, even during the weeks prior to a performance when she needed them most. Lydia was also 

not allowed to enter music grades on her students’ report cards, and she felt that her 

administrators valued her more as a language arts teacher than as a music teacher. Courtney felt 

that her principal was neither supportive nor knowledgeable about music at the elementary level, 
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but her assistant principal seemed more supportive, and when possible, she sought his assistance 

before contacting her principal. After experiencing and resolving some initial misunderstandings 

related to her first two teaching evaluations, Beth enjoyed overall positive support from both her 

principal and her assistant principal. 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all enjoyed teacher autonomy when it came to their 

preferred ways to teach music by having the freedom to choose activities, pedagogical 

approaches, and materials that were most authentic to each of them. Nancy and Beth both served 

on their campus leadership committees and felt that, within reason, they were able to contribute 

to campus decision making. Despite having the freedom to teach music the way she thought was 

best, Lydia felt that she had little opportunity to provide input into campus decisions, especially 

as a music teacher. Courtney’s lack of administrator interest meant she was free to teach music 

the way she thought best, but she had a negative outlook when it came to having input into 

campus decisions and felt that her principal did not listen to suggestions offered by the faculty. 

Beth was also free to teach the way she believed was best and expressed that she had adequate 

input into some of the decisions that affected her and her colleagues. 

Part of each participant’s teacher autonomy was evident through descriptions of the 

varied amounts and sources of funding available for each teacher and the availability of adequate 

instructional space, instruments, and equipment. Nancy, Courtney, and Beth all reported having 

no designated yearly budget to fund their respective music programs. Nancy had some access to 

funding for acquiring the instruments and equipment she needed to be successful. She felt that 

her teaching space was adequate and that she was lacking nothing essential for performing her 

job. Of the four participants, Lydia was the only teacher with a dedicated annual budget, though 

it was modest and could not be rolled over from one year to the next. Lydia compensated for her 
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modest yearly budget by writing large grants outside her district and by spending her own 

money, when necessary, to purchase what she needed. However, even her ability to write grants 

was restricted by subsequent school district policies. Because of inadequate planning time, Lydia 

temporarily curtailed writing grants, but she was satisfied with her classroom, which was large, 

and through her own efforts, she had acquired a decent number of instruments after starting her 

job with nearly nothing. Although she had no budget and was prohibited by her principal from 

raising funds for her program, Courtney felt that, when absolutely necessary, she could acquire 

instruments and equipment through the coordinator of her district’s music department. Courtney 

was happy with the size of her classroom, but she previously had to advocate strongly to her 

principal to keep it from being taken away. Beth had almost everything she needed, but when 

necessary, she was able to secure funding from her PTA. She experienced challenges mostly 

because of limited access to her already small teaching space, which often became unexpectedly 

unavailable—sometimes with little notice. Beth also had to teach in multiple classrooms located 

on different floors of her building. 

Each participant’s individual impressions of the teacher observation and evaluation 

process elucidated part of their perceived teacher autonomy. Nancy had a positive experience 

this year with her teacher evaluation and felt that her administrator was beginning to see the 

value of the instruction she provided to her students in music class. Lydia expressed confidence 

in her own ability to teach and that as long as her observations were successful, and no one 

complained about her, she was generally left alone. Courtney did not feel that her administration 

took her teaching evaluations seriously. She recalled times when her principal simply copied and 

pasted the feedback from one year’s observation to the next, and on one occasion, he mistakenly 

rated her performance using two categories simultaneously. After a couple of negative 
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experiences with prior teacher evaluations, Beth had arrived at a point where she was confident 

about her teaching, and she was able to successfully demonstrate her teaching skills to her 

administrators. She also had gained the necessary vocabulary to successfully advocate for 

teaching language through music at her school. 

The following statements from each participant illustrate their respective resolve to 

continue teaching elementary general music in spite of the challenges associated with their 

respective teacher autonomy. 

What [has] motivated me was, seeing the kids grow each year. So, for instance, these 4th 
graders that I have now, these are my very first kindergarten kids, and just seeing them 
each and every year still coming here, and still doing stuff with me and learning their 
music stuff. That’s been my growing motivation, and I kept thinking, “oh, when they get 
to 5th grade after they’re done, maybe I’ll go somewhere else.” That’s not the case 
anymore, cause they have siblings, and it’s like, I want to see those siblings grow now, 
and then... I just wanna keep going and going. (Nancy, On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
 
At this moment, I am grateful to have a paycheck and will be excited to have a paycheck 
again next year. I do like my school, but it is first and foremost a job. I’m glad that I have 
a job, and I am lucky to have a job in my small town. (Lydia, Journal 1, 03/30/2018) 
 
I am planning to transfer to another building in my district for the 2018–19 school year. It 
is a smaller school with a principal who used to be a band director. I need more support 
from administration. I often feel like a prep time teacher in my current school instead of a 
music educator. (Courtney, Journal 1, 03/29/2018) 
 
Right now, I have every intention of continuing in my position teaching K–3 music next 
year at my school. (Beth, Journal 2, 04/13/2018) 
 

 
Research Question 2, Theme: Teacher Competence 

How did the participants perceive their competence when describing experiences related 

to (a) career preparation; (b) classroom management; (c) professional development; and (d) 

work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to stay? My initial open 

coding and subsequent axial coding of participant interview and focus group discussion 
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transcripts and journal submissions led to these four categories aligning naturally under the 

theme teacher competence. The category career preparation included descriptions of the unique 

events and experiences that led each participant to teach elementary general music at her current 

school. Classroom management included any issues and experiences related to student behavior 

in class or elsewhere at school, along with the participant’s responses and interventions to 

encourage appropriate, positive student behavior. Professional development referred to any 

issues and experiences related to the participant attending staff development sessions, 

workshops, or conferences for the purpose of becoming better at teaching. Work–life balance 

included experiences and issues related to how each participant managed school responsibilities, 

such as lesson planning or other non-music teacher duties, along with the participant’s home, 

family, and social life apart from school. Table 1 (p. 94) displays the four themes and all 

corresponding categories associated with each theme. The following four sections describe each 

participant’s experiences within all four categories using their own stories and words. 

 

Nancy in the West 

Career Preparation 

Like many undergraduate music education majors, Nancy did not initially plan to teach 

elementary general music. Her goal was to teach middle school band, and prior to teaching 

elementary music, she spent one school year substitute teaching middle school band and choir. 

Around the same time, Nancy’s elementary music methods teacher, a nationally recognized Orff 

Schulwerk clinician, encouraged her to consider the elementary track and arranged for her 

elementary student teaching to coincide with her first elementary music position, which was an 

itinerant job that placed Nancy at different schools on different days each week. 
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For each day of the week [I] had an assigned school where I was primarily given primary 
grades like K through 2, and occasionally the intermediate grades, sometimes 3rd, 4th, or 
5th.. But, the general rule was, they usually gave me the primary grades because of the 
lack of instruments that I don’t have, but when I finally got a hold of recorders they gave 
me 5th grade. But, you know, but my job was mainly to make sure [they] learn music and 
they’re prepared for their regular music teacher for the next year, but my job was to also 
help with class load, but it was kinda hard because of [a] lack of instruments to teach 
them. (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
 
Nancy felt fortunate that her first job was an itinerant job, because she was able to learn 

and adapt her teaching in various settings while receiving frequent feedback from her supervisor. 

Later, after she had taken an Orff Schulwerk Level I teacher education course taught by her 

university supervisor, Nancy believed she was able to show significant growth and progress from 

her time in the itinerant job, and this helped make the techniques she learned in the Orff Level I 

course relevant and meaningful. 

 

Classroom Management 

Like most teachers, Nancy dealt with classroom management issues almost every day. 

However, her classroom rules and expectations seemed to be clearly established with every class, 

which I was able to observe the day I visited her school. I observed that almost all of Nancy’s 

students seemed to understand classroom procedures and appropriate behavior. When there was 

student misbehavior, Nancy dealt with the behavior on an individual basis with the students. She 

applied consequences according to her classroom rules but remained positive and kind with the 

children. When asked whether she sent students to the office because of behavior, Nancy 

concurred that she sometimes sent “repeat offenders” (Skype interview, 04/04/2018). She stated 

that, although she believed the administration was supportive when she sent students to the 

office, she never heard from anyone regarding how the situation was resolved and did not learn 

what consequences the students received for their behavior. In her journal submissions, Nancy 
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often described negative and stressful experiences associated with student misbehavior, 

especially with older students in the upper grades. 

This past week was a bit challenging. Lately we had students, particularly boys, being 
defiant on following directions from adults and disregarding school rules. I had my run in 
with at least three boys, all from different grade levels, display such defiant behavior to 
the point where I had to write in behavior referrals to my admin. I don’t like filling those 
forms out because I do try to give all the students a chance, but they do have to learn that 
there are expectations from both myself and the entire school. I try to remind each class 
that there are rules to keep everything fair and safe for all students within the school. 
Some students still don’t grasp that concept, which makes me believe that they probably 
have free reign and lack of discipline at home. Most of the time I let things go, especially 
with 5th graders, because it’s near the end of the school year. At that point, I just have to 
wish them luck and hope that anything I tried to teach sticks. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 
 
Nancy described a particularly moving experience related to classroom management that 

resulted in a pivotal moment during which she almost decided to quit teaching, but subsequently 

changed her mind, deciding instead to continue. 

Two years ago, there was one group [of] boys in particular, they were kind of on the 
behavior spectrum, very defiant on many cases, just, you know, <sighs> just those 
boys.... those kind of students, that almost, like, you wanna quit because it’s, like, you’ve 
done all you can, and it’s not getting through, or they just don’t care. And it’s just, 
<sighs> it was a trying year, even for the rest of specials and the teachers, like, we had 
our moments where we said, “look, we’re gonna quit.” I actually also went up to my 
office manager and asked her, “hey, how do I quit the district? Like, [I] just wanna be 
done,” because, it was just a certain group of boys that just don’t wanna listen, always 
getting in trouble, and even to a point where, at one time, made me cry, and I told them, 
“I can’t have them in my room anymore.” I went straight to the principal’s office and told 
him, like, “I don’t think I can have this student in my room anymore because, number 
one, I can’t have him disrespecting me like that in front of the students, and number two, 
no! I just can’t handle his disrespect at me, period, as a human being.” Because, no one 
should.... just not be treated like that, because they all talk back, or just talk to you really 
nasty like that, and it’s just, you know, you try to be nice, you try to be firm, nothing 
worked, and you just had to hold on ‘til they were done, and, I hate—that was the other 
part of why I wanted to quit because the fact I thought, like, that.... like, the fact that I 
could almost loathe a [child] .... someone like that, it was one boy in particular, that’s 
why, and that’s why I kept trying to hold on, like, “he’s gonna leave, k? He’s not my 
product, cause he’s only been here one year,” and it was, <sighs> I just hated the fact 
that, like, this one person just wanted to make me leave, or just be done with teaching 
but, I guess the turning point was that one other student just came up to me.... oh gosh, 
she was in 1st grade.... she would be in 3rd now, and I can’t remember which one it was, 
but, I can see her face back then, I can’t see what she looks like now. <laughing> It’s so 
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bad, I hate to say that, but, just one day she comes up to me at recess when I was outside 
for duty and says, like, “I know you’re trying; you’re doing a great job.” I was like, 
maaaaaan! <exclaimed loudly> She was, like, “I know you’re trying, and you’re doing a 
great job.” I was [like], “okay fine, I’m staying. I gotta stay ‘til you’re in 5th grade. I’ll 
stay ‘til your kids are here!” (On-site interview, 04/13/2018). 
 
 

Professional Development 

Nancy had participated in professional development activities that were both music-

related and non-music-related. She explained how, in the past, her district had provided periodic 

professional development days during which all of the specialist teachers were together for 

activities related to their respective content areas. This meant that all of the district elementary 

general music specialists would combine for one day of content-specific professional 

development. Soon after, however, her district discontinued this practice and replaced it with 

weekly one-hour content-specific sessions hosted at various schools across the district either 

before or after school. Because of Nancy’s busy school schedule that included before- and after-

school duties, she was unable to attend the weekly meetings nearest to her school. Moreover, 

Nancy was often required to attend non-music-related professional development sessions at her 

home campus, sessions that she told me did not benefit her most of the time. Some exceptions 

included sessions introducing English Language Learner strategies that had helped her learn to 

use gestures for communicating more effectively with her students who spoke more Spanish than 

English. Nancy recounted that, sometimes, during campus professional development sessions 

that did not apply to her, she would look up lesson ideas on Pinterest using her laptop. Nancy 

expressed frustration about her inability to attend the weekly one-hour music meetings nearby 

that she felt would benefit her teaching. 
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As for outside workshops and conferences, Nancy told me that she used to go to more 

workshops and to be more involved with her local AOSA (American Orff-Schulwerk 

Association) chapter, but that—at the time of our interview—she was not able to afford the 

memberships and workshop fees. She also had received scholarships that paid partial tuition for 

her Orff Schulwerk Level I and Level II courses. By taking advantage, once again, of a course 

loyalty discount, Nancy expressed her intent to take Orff Schulwerk Level III during the summer 

of 2018. When I asked Nancy whether her school district would help her pay the costs of chapter 

dues, workshop fees, or course tuition, she told me that it had never occurred to her to ask, but 

that perhaps she should. Nancy had a positive outlook when it came to the availability of 

workshops and courses in her area, and she hoped she could become more involved with these 

organizations and opportunities in the future. 

 

Work–life Balance 

During my on-site interview, Nancy told me about how she often perceived her school as 

a place of solace in her life. Without providing details, she recounted stressful circumstances 

affecting her life outside of school that she could temporarily forget while teaching and 

interacting with her students during music class. 

School’s been the one solace at the moment because, at least here, I have some control 
over situations. At least here, things are consistent and routine and.... familiar and 
comfortable... and makes me forget about everything else I need to be working on at the 
moment, like, it’s just, you know, I have other commitments, too, and they’re kind of.... 
weighing me down... not weighing me down, sorry, it’s just kinda stressing me out here, 
but it’s just, when I get to school, it’s like, this is what I gotta concentrate on.... and I’m 
fine with that, because, I try to teach the kids too, like, you gotta leave your problems at 
the door. I tell them I leave mine at home, because I can’t bring it to you guys, I don’t 
wanna bring it to you, period. (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
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When describing her perceptions of the professional nature of teaching as a career, Nancy 

strongly expressed the degree to which she believed teachers work hard by staying at school long 

after the school day ended and by taking home work and personal concern for students. Most 

notably, Nancy referred to teaching as a lifestyle. 

Whether people think so or not, they need to get on that train and understand—this is not 
just a job, it’s a career. It’s also a lifestyle. I’m sorry, like, it’s after school right now; 
we’re doing school stuff, and even when you’re gonna be leaving, I’m still gonna be 
doing school stuff; even tomorrow, I’m still gonna be doing school stuff.... throughout the 
weekend! And some people don’t realize we take this stuff home.... maybe the problems 
are from our kids too; we take that home, and it affects us emotionally.... physically, too. 
(On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
 

 

Lydia in the South 

Career Preparation 

Upon graduating from college, Lydia’s goal was to become a music educator at any level. 

She was interested in finding a position teaching either secondary choral or elementary general 

music. Her first job was a general music position at a pre-K–8th grade school, where she taught 

for one year and was subsequently released. This was the result of a political situation involving 

a tenured high school choral director who retired but still wanted to teach general music because 

he believed it was easier than high school choir. Following this unexpected change, Lydia’s 

district transferred her to the middle school choral position within the same district, whose 

director had just transferred to replace the high school director who had retired and replaced 

Lydia. After one more year, Lydia was again not renewed in her position because of yet another 

political situation. 

But then, when I didn’t get rehired on that one, even though my principal was like, “oh 
I’ll recommend you for any other job,” his niece graduated with a degree in music 
education and wanted a year in a rural school before she went to [city name redacted] to 
teach. And, I was pregnant with my son. I was like, “you know what? That’s fine; I don’t 
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want to drive an hour to work every day and an hour home every day with a baby at 
home, anyway, so.... fine; I’ll just stay home.” So, I stayed home for 5 years [and] had 
my kids. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
During her five-year hiatus from public school teaching, Lydia taught music and 

beginning Spanish as part of a Mother’s Day Out daycare hosted at a large church not far from 

her area. After taking a one-year break from this setting, Lydia ran a daycare from her home until 

her current job had become available. 

Lydia expressed that, although her undergraduate teacher preparation was valuable, she 

received an inadequate amount of practical experience during her preservice teacher education. 

I also wish that there’d just been more hands-on stuff. Splitting the student teaching into 
8 weeks, at one [school] and 8 weeks at another, while I understand that it’s a K–12 
certification, I think it also hurts in the world of, just, experience, because 8 weeks, when 
you see the kids once a week, I mean, that’s only, what, three or four lessons you get to 
teach. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
And I also wish that I had been more encouraged to take part in Orff and World Music 
Drumming while I was a college student, because they’re such great discounts, and 
they’re such great programs, and on the other flip side of that coin, though, taking those 
classes and not being able to immediately apply that knowledge.... I’m not sure if I would 
have gotten as much out of them. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 

 
Classroom Management 

When describing classroom management at her school, Lydia told me that she preferred 

not to involve her administrators unless absolutely necessary. “Most of the time, I would just 

rather deal with it myself. If there’s a big issue, like, I think I’ve only sent a kid to the office 

maybe five or six times in the last six years” (Skype interview, 04/03/18). On rare occasions 

when Lydia actually did send a student to the office for misbehavior, she affirmed that her 

administrators were supportive and worked to resolve the issue, if for no other reason than 
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simply because they knew that when Lydia sent a student, it was a serious issue because she 

rarely used that option. Lydia also stated: 

A lot of other teachers that complain about the kids, and a lot of the kids that are really 
awful everywhere else, are just great for me, and, I don’t, you know, I don’t know if it’s 
music or if it’s my personality, or whatever, but you know, we just don’t, I just don’t 
think I have the same problems that the others have. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 

   
Professional Development 

When I asked Lydia about her professional development opportunities, I concluded my 

question by asking whether she received any financial assistance from her school district for 

attending workshops or conferences. Her immediate response was to laugh and tell me, “you’re 

funny” (Skype interview, 04/03/2018). Following this sarcastic response, Lydia told me that, in 

fact, she did get to choose what workshops and conferences she attended and that her school 

district allowed her to attend as long as they did not have to pay for any of it. Moreover, Lydia’s 

salary was sometimes docked if she used an extra half-day to travel to a conference location. 

I’ve done World Music Drumming, [Orff Schulwerk] Level I; I’ve done World Music 
Drumming Level II twice; I have got my Orff Level I and II; I’m doing my Orff Level III 
this summer. I’ve been to the AOSA conference twice, I went to [the] Nashville and San 
Diego [AOSA national conferences]. I want to go back, but I’ve gotta be able to get to 
where I can afford it, and also, I have to take sick days and personal days to go, so, 
usually when I do go to a conference, like, that’s three days long, I have to get not paid 
one day, which, that’s a little tougher to swallow for me honestly. I can deal with paying 
for it myself, but really? You’re not even going to, like, let me get a sub and pay me for 
the day that I have to drive up there or fly out? (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
I really want to go to the one [AOSA national conference] in Cincinnati, but there’s no 
way I can even take a half-day and get there on time. I’ll have to take all of Wednesday, 
Thursday, and Friday, and I can take two of those days, but not three. Our [district] policy 
is, if you’re absent for three days in a row, then you don’t get paid without a doctor’s 
note. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
When asked about available professional development opportunities in her home school 

district, Lydia told me: 
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They [school district] offer free professional development within the district, so I don’t 
technically have to pay for any of it, however, there is absolutely zero music PD days, 
and so, if I want something in my content area, then I have to go find it, and so I just take 
it off my salary, you know, and just, and, as I said, like, I spend probably close to $3,000 
a year [on] my professional development and stuff for my classroom. (Skype interview, 
04/03/2018) 
 
Lydia seemed resigned to the fact that because she lived in a rural, isolated area, there 

were fewer music-related professional development opportunities easily accessible to her. 

Despite this, she persevered and found ways to continue growing as a teacher. During our online 

focus group discussion, Lydia told the other three participants: 

[I’m] out in the middle of nowhere, I look at three different Orff chapters: one to the east, 
one to the west, and one to the north, and I pick the one that has the best workshop series, 
and that’s the one I join for the year, and so, I tend to get to see, like, amazing clinicians, 
because I change where I’m going and stuff. I either drive five hours to the north, two 
and a half to the west, or two to the east. (Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 

 
Work–life Balance 

Lydia was married with two young children, and she often expressed to me how 

important time spent at home with her family was to her. However, her lack of adequate planning 

time at school, combined with a number of non-music teaching duties, meant that she had little 

time to prepare as well as she would like for teaching her classes. 

When I leave, I usually just take stuff with me wherever we go and I, you know, I’ll work 
on my stuff at the ballpark, or I’ll work on it at home; it’s not... I’m not, like, strapped 
into the fact that I have to be in my classroom to get my work done. Now, that usually 
means my classroom is a huge mess, cause I never have time to clean it so, <laughs> I 
never have time to, like, pick it up the way I want it to be. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
I’ve kinda gotten to where, if I need to fly by [the] seat of my pants next week, it’s 
alright. You know, I have enough activities in my bank of knowledge now, I can just pull 
one out and just do it. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia told me about how she was in charge of an online learning platform at her school 

for which she was required to manage usernames and passwords for every student in the school. 
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This took a significant amount of time during the school year and often had to be done during 

Lydia’s already limited planning periods. 

At the beginning of the year, it takes hours of work, because I have to.... all the 3rd 
graders that come in, I have to type their names in individually and put in their student ID 
and give them a password, and then I have to log in as each different teacher in the whole 
building and assign the kids to that teacher, and then every time we get a new kid—and 
this year it’s been worse than usual—we’ve got, like.... I think we have probably gained 
70 students over this year, and as they come in, like, I have to give them their username 
and password, then log in as each teacher and add them, and then email everybody... you 
know, it’s just very time consuming, so a lot of my time is really spent, like, especially 
during the school days, I absolutely refuse to work on that after school, I won’t do it. 
(Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
Still, Lydia seemed to feel that, despite her efforts to leave work at school, her home life 

was affected nevertheless. 

I feel like I’m probably not as good of a mom as I was before I started teaching simply 
because, by the end of the day, I am exhausted and don’t necessarily want to listen to 
children.... <laughs> not that I don’t love my children, but I’m just kind of tired of it, and 
I’m like, “okay, I don’t want to talk about school anymore, just don’t wanna do it.” (On-
site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 

In one of her journal entries, Lydia wrote: 

I wish I could have gotten my room cleaned all the way up, back to the way it was before 
the show. I did not. I just don’t have a lot of down time during the day, and I am not a 
neat person by nature, so it is easy for me to get bogged down in clutter. Overall this 
week went very well, and I have very few complaints. The only thing I needed this week 
that I did not have was more time. I feel like everything is so rushed that things fall 
through the cracks sometimes and that I do not have time to work on shows and plan 
lessons for other grades. In the past, I have had a planning time every day, but this year I 
only have three days a week with a full 45-minute planning, and it is hard to get 
everything done in the time that I have. I also have two kids and I try very hard not to 
bring my work home with me. Although this week has been more stressful than I would 
have liked, it has not necessarily made me any less happy in my position. (Journal 1, 
03/30/2018) 
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Courtney in the Midwest 

Career Preparation 

Like Nancy, Courtney’s initial goal was to become a middle school band director. “I went 

to college with [an] instrumental, K–12 background. I always thought I was gonna be a band 

director” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018). Upon graduation, Courtney experienced difficulties 

finding a secondary instrumental music position in her area. 

I left college, and I couldn’t find a band job, and the only thing I could find was a part-
time elementary job on a cart in a charter school. So, I took it because I thought, I can’t 
pass it up, and I taught at that school for 3 years; my first 2 years were on a cart. [The] 
third year, I had a classroom.... that was... a large African-American population... I had a 
good time at that school; I learned a lot. There were some troubles with the charter aspect 
of it. I like working in a public school better now that I’m here [at her current school]. 
(On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
When Courtney first began teaching at her current school, her position was an itinerant 

job that included part-time teaching at that school and at two additional campuses. After three 

months, the full-time music teacher at Courtney’s school took another job, so Courtney 

transferred into the full-time position. 

Courtney recounted an inadequate amount of experience with elementary general music 

during her undergraduate teacher preparation. 

I feel like a lot of what I learned in college was mainly [developing me] into a good 
musician, but I’ve really grown as a teacher in the classroom. Nothing can really get you 
ready until you have kids in front of you, and you’re alone. I even did my student 
teaching in middle school band and choir. So, the first day, I had kindergarten students in 
front of me. I was in charge, and I’m supposed to know what I’m doing?! <laughing> I 
had no elementary prep, and actually at the university, because I was on the instrumental 
track, I didn’t have to take any elementary methods course! They’ve changed it since 
then. I had 1 day of recorder.... 1 day, not one course, like, one 3-hour day of teaching 
recorder and that’s it. So, I’ve really had to learn on my own, and I’ve turned to the Orff 
approach and the workshops, and it’s been fun for me growing as a teacher and as a 
person and always looking for new ways to do things with the students. I feel like I’m 
just getting started! <laughs> (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
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Classroom Management 

Courtney explained how she spent a great deal of time teaching her students behavioral 

expectations at school. 

Classroom management can be tricky at my school. I spend a lot of time teaching 
procedures at the beginning of the school year, and we revisit it over and over and over. 
Practice making a circle again, and again, and again. <chuckles> So, I think just the 
practice is good for the students, I think that would be the same anywhere, but I really try 
to keep my classroom on a routine. I start the same way every day; lots of repetition 
helps, but even with the procedures and routines, like I said before, a lot of teaching 
behavior, a lot of my students are very loud—even if they don’t need to be. We have to 
spend a lot of time talking about singing versus shouting voice; it can get loud, and I 
mean the music room’s loud anyway, but then, they have trouble controlling their voices, 
so, it can be loud. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
Courtney stated that, because she taught mostly classes of children in the lower grades, 

her primary focus was to work on teaching manners and respect. 

For me teaching lower elementary, it’s like teaching kids how to be at school, like, 
teaching the student not to crawl underneath a chair, or to scream and shout when they 
don’t go first in an activity.... stuff like that. It’s like, not that, <sighs> how do I say it? 
Upper elementary is more of, like, the attitudes and disrespect. I don’t feel like I’m 
disrespected by these kids; I’m teaching them how to be in school, so, reminding them, 
“you need to.... you can’t lay on the floor right now, please sit up straight,” hands to 
yourself is a big thing, “please don’t talk when the teacher’s talking,” but it happens all 
day, all the time. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
When describing administrator support, Courtney explained how her principal did not 

back teachers in the school who needed to send students to the office for behavior issues. Instead, 

he sent them back with a snack. However, Courtney recounted how her assistant principal was 

responsive when teachers needed support on matters related to student discipline. But, because 

every teacher in the school had figured this out, it was “kinda known between all my coworkers: 

don’t send them to the principal, send them to the vice principal, and he’s pretty overworked, 

though, because we have 900 students, and all behavior issues are going to him” (Skype 

interview, 04/08/2018). 
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Professional Development 

Courtney described numerous opportunities in her community for music-specific 

professional development. The music department of her district met after school the first Monday 

of every month. During these meetings, the music teachers discussed strategies for assessment 

and lesson planning ideas. One Wednesday each month, school began an hour later to allow 

teachers to have one hour of professional development. During this dedicated time, Courtney and 

her music colleagues were able to meet, and several of them presented lesson ideas for one 

another. Although Courtney had not yet attended an AOSA national conference, she was very 

active with her local Orff chapter, attended five workshops every school year, and served on the 

chapter’s board. She had also attended her state’s music education association conference several 

times. 

While these experiences were positive for Courtney, she had a negative outlook on the 

professional development events that occurred at her school. 

I need to seek those [music-related professional development] out by myself, and I have 
to pay for it out-of-pocket, and anything at my school, like, at a staff meeting never 
applies to music. I try to make it apply; it doesn’t apply; it really doesn’t, <sarcastically> 
and I just need to sit through it, so that’s very frustrating, too; [I] have to be there. (Skype 
interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
I asked Courtney whether she was ever allowed to meet with her specialist team 

colleagues during those times to collaborate, and she replied, “we’ve asked for that, and we’ve 

been told ‘no’” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). 

 

Work–life Balance 

During her first year of teaching, Courtney experienced difficulties balancing her life at 

school with her life outside school. She recounted not knowing what to do in her teaching—since 
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she received little preparation for teaching elementary general music—and spending inordinate 

amounts of time on the internet, calling colleagues, and watching lesson ideas on YouTube. 

Although she was not yet married to her current husband, they were already seeing one another, 

and she described this experience: 

I have this one memory of us going to pick up a pizza on a Saturday, and we both went 
together, and we pulled into the pizza place, and I was like, “I don’t have time for this! I 
need to go plan!” <laughs> and I started crying. [name redacted]’s Pizza... I can’t look at 
it without laughing now. <laughs> It was really overwhelming! (On-site interview, 
04/25/2018) 
 

After her first couple of years, however, Courtney’s work–life balance began to stabilize. 

Now, I feel like I have a pretty good work–life balance. I try to do most of, like, big 
planning in the summertime, when I have time. I try to do detailed lesson plans during 
my prep time or in the morning. I try really hard not to take stuff home on the weekend, 
and I feel like I’m happier that way.... that, when I’m at school, I’m at school. I try not to 
go on my phone; try to put Facebook away <chuckles> and really focus on school, and 
then at home, I can be with my husband, and we’re expecting our first baby in July. I 
know that’s gonna be [a] game changer and, even more so, I need to get work done at 
work, because I’ll have a family. So, I think it’s gotten easier, and I’ve, kinda figured out 
ways to get things done in a more productive timetable, but, it was really hard at first. I 
also feel like, in a way, mentally, I can’t leave work at work, though? Like, I’m going to 
bed at night, and I’m thinking about, “oh, tomorrow I see my 5th-graders... da, da, da, da, 
da.” <laughs> I get the cloudy eyes, and my husband goes, “are you thinking about 
school?” .... “Yup!” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018). 
 

 
Beth in the Northeast 

Career Preparation 

Unlike Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney, Beth did not earn a music education degree and 

never intended to become a music teacher at all, let alone an elementary general music teacher. 

I swore up and down that I was never going to teach, as most children I know of teachers 
have done, they [parents] wanted me to go to a state school if I was gonna teach, and I 
just said, “mmm, that’s not what I’m gonna do.” So, I was a French and music double 
major, and I went to France, and stayed there, and when I was there, I started getting, I 
mean, I’d always babysat a lot, but then I was kind of meeting music people, and then I 
got an opportunity to teach, and co-lead the children’s choir at the [name redacted] 
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church in Paris, and so that was my first experience teaching children music, and I got to 
teach handbells, and play handbells, cause I’d never really done that, and work with the 
choir there, and I learned a lot from the director, and then, in order to stay in France, I got 
a teaching assistant job in the French schools and wound up teaching twelve hours a 
week. It was not a lot; it was in three different schools.... elementary English. (On-site 
interview, 04/24/2018) 
 
After this experience, Beth’s teaching journey brought her back to the United States to 

her current city, where she worked with music teachers as part of a renowned arts organization. 

She eventually found this situation unsatisfying, though, and realized that she missed classroom 

teaching. Beth then applied for a fellowship specifically for professionals transitioning to 

teaching and became certified as an ESL (English as a second language) teacher. Her prior work 

with teachers in the city meant she was familiar with school environments conducive to effective 

teaching. Soon, she heard about a new school opening in her area, decided to apply, and then 

informed the administration that her certification was in ESL and that she also had a background 

in music and fine arts. “They didn’t know what they wanted to do with my arts background, but 

they saw a value in that. And they said, ‘y’know, down the road we’re gonna, y’know, put you to 

work in building an arts program’” (On-site interview, 04/24/2018). After teaching only ESL for 

two years, Beth’s school asked her to become the “language through music teacher, which is 

basically.... a music teacher” <laughs> (On-site interview, 04/24/2018). 

 

Classroom Management 

Beth explained that her school was a responsive classroom school. Consequently, all new 

teachers hired at her school attended responsive classroom training so that these techniques were 

applied throughout the school by every teacher. Some of these techniques included the students 

using hand signals to communicate a need to go to the bathroom or to get a drink of water. Beth 

said that the classroom management techniques she used in her classes were no different than 
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any other teachers’ in the school. She had positive impressions of this school-wide approach and 

noted that the administration was fully supportive of it. 

I’ve been in other schools that they don’t have that, and it makes a giant difference 
having it be a uniform school-wide system. So, that is a plus. In terms of my own 
classroom management, like, that was early on, something that I was getting feedback on. 
I just found that, like, now I’m getting less criticism about my classroom management, 
because I’ve worked on my transitions. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Beth described how she had been able to share her own successful approaches to 

implementing responsive classroom with her colleagues by teaching them a short song she 

improvised to use while students were lining up. 

Any time that we’re moving around the classroom, we have a song to sing for it, and they 
[students] have a musical job for it. And it’s actually funny; this year, some of the 
kindergarten teachers said, like, “can you teach me that song, because they do it so well 
in your classroom, like, maybe we should do it in my classroom too.” Okay, that’s fine. I 
just, like, you know, improvised a little song in the hall one day because .... it’s hard to 
walk kindergartners in the hall; so now that’s become a new little song for the whole 
school, where everyone sings, “hands are on the railing two feet on each step,” <singing 
on pentatonic pitches> and they just know what to do, so it’s been good, but, I have to 
say the responsive classroom is really helpful. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Beth noted that serious classroom management issues rarely occurred at her school. The 

only significant issues happened, for example, when students with special needs occasionally ran 

from a classroom or were rolling on the floor. She described her school as “a safe place, and the 

kids are little, and they’re good kids” (Skype interview, 04/05/2018). 

 

Professional Development 

Because Beth’s school was located in a large urban center, she had access to numerous 

opportunities for professional development both within and outside her school district. Every 

Monday, she attended mandatory district professional development. As a member of the 

professional development committee, Beth was actively involved in organizing teacher-led 
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workshops that she had found to be beneficial. She had also received training through a large 

music education organization in her city that provided relevant professional development 

through workshops, mentoring, and summer courses. Other professional development 

opportunities included working with arts or other not-for-profit organizations across her city. 

Beth had a positive outlook toward her access to professional development, and she credited 

much of this professional development for her ability to overcome the first two difficult years at 

her school and the stressful experiences resulting from her early formal observations. 

 

Work–life Balance 

When I asked Beth about her work–life balance, she responded proudly that she was a 

mom, and that it was difficult to separate her work as a teacher from being a mom. Beth had two 

daughters, one who was 4-and-a-half and the other who was 7, and they kept her busy. She 

explained how she had to be more efficient at her job in every way so that she did not have to 

take work home. However, since she occasionally liked to pilot lesson ideas with her two 

daughters, she often felt that taking music teacher work home was not actually taking work home 

but having fun instead. Despite this, Beth described challenges balancing inadequate time to 

accomplish her work at school with life at home with her husband, who was also a teacher. 

I can’t, like, sit down at the computer and, like, unit and lesson plan the same way I did 
before I had kids, so basically this entire time teaching music, I’ve always been a mom, 
so that’s really, like, slowed down my ability to think through things, or not even think 
through things, cause I’m [a] overthinker, but, like, I haven’t been able to put stuff down 
on paper the way I would, y’know, like to, like, when I was in college, and would just sit 
down and bang out things. My husband’s a teacher, <chuckles> so, we talk shop a lot, 
which makes me a better teacher. When we first both started teaching, like, we couldn’t 
talk about school, cause we just would, like, butt heads all the time on approaches and 
stuff, but, like, we’ve calmed down about stuff, and so now we’re able to really talk about 
how to make things better, and even just be supportive, so, I think teaching’s so hard, and 
when you have a spouse, I always say, like, people say, “oh it’s great, cause you’re 
married to a teacher,” and I’m like, “I don’t know if it really is,” because, like, yeah, he 
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understands what school life is, and all that stuff, but we’re always competing for time, or 
always competing for, like, who gets to go to the library to lesson plan this week, or who 
gets to do this workshop, or, y’know, our summer is, like, packed already. (On-site 
interview, 04/24/2018) 

 

Summary of Findings for Research Question 2 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all expressed an overall positive outlook regarding the 

issues and experiences that affected their teacher competence. When describing their career 

preparation, Nancy and Courtney discussed how they had originally intended to become middle 

school band directors. Nancy was steered toward elementary general music by an influential 

mentor, and Courtney was not able to find a middle school job and took the first elementary job 

that was available. Lydia had some negative experiences with school politics at the beginning of 

her teaching career, but after a 5-year hiatus from public school, she arrived at her present 

position. Lydia and Courtney recalled inadequate practical undergraduate experience preparing 

for elementary general music but had both since participated in numerous relevant professional 

development opportunities to improve their teaching. Beth’s path to elementary general music 

was the most unique among the four participants, since she had never planned to become a music 

teacher at all. She joined her school first as an English as a second language teacher who then 

became the school’s language through music teacher. Like the other three participants, she had 

also benefitted from learning on the job. 

When discussing classroom management, the four participants expressed a range of 

feelings about their teacher competence. Nancy and Lydia both felt supported by their 

administrators, but Nancy expressed wishing that the administrators would follow up with her 

regarding how student behavior issues were resolved. Lydia rarely involved her administrators, 

but whenever it was necessary, she felt that they supported her. Courtney taught mostly the 
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younger grades and experienced issues typically related to teaching her students behavioral 

expectations at school and how to treat one another respectfully. Courtney’s assistant principal 

tended to be helpful with student discipline, but not her principal. Beth expressed the fewest 

issues with classroom management because her school used Responsive Classroom techniques to 

create a positive environment throughout the building. She rarely dealt with difficult classroom 

management issues, and if she experienced them, her administrators supported her. 

All four participants extensively reflected on the positive effects their experiences with 

relevant professional development had on their teacher competence. Nancy, Courtney, and Beth 

were fortunate to have easy access to local opportunities. Because of Lydia’s rural location, 

however, she had to go to greater lengths to participate in workshops and courses by driving long 

distances and sometimes having her salary reduced for being absent from school. All four 

participants had attended local Orff Schulwerk workshops and teacher education courses. Lydia 

had traveled twice to the AOSA national conference and had also participated in other 

workshops such as World Music Drumming, while Courtney had pursued one level of Kodály 

training. Nancy, Lydia, and Beth all planned to complete their Orff Schulwerk certification 

during the summer of 2018 by taking Orff Level III. 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all discussed work–life balance issues that affected 

their teacher competence. Nancy often considered her teaching position a refuge from the stress 

of everyday life outside of school. She enjoyed the consistency of her job and tried to leave her 

personal issues outside the classroom. Even so, she admitted that she often stayed at school 

working late, took work home, and continued to worry about her students away from school. 

Nancy considered teaching to be not just a career, but a lifestyle. Lydia struggled with a limited 

amount of time to accomplish the tasks she needed to get done. Because she lacked adequate 
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planning time, and because she dealt with time-consuming responsibilities at school unrelated to 

her position as the music teacher, she often felt she was unable to plan her instruction as well as 

she would like, and on many school days, she left with work that still needed to be completed. 

She lamented that sometimes she was too exhausted to engage with her children at home about 

school. Courtney’s work–life balance had stabilized after her first few difficult years of teaching 

when she felt most unprepared. Now, she was more confident with her lesson planning and 

teaching techniques, and she had learned to plan both large-scale and small-scale curricular goals 

so that she could enjoy being at home with her husband. This was even more important to 

Courtney now that she was an expectant mother. Like Lydia, Beth was a busy mother of two and 

experienced difficulty separating her life as a teacher from that of a mother. Because her husband 

was also a teacher, she felt that her job was always part of her life wherever she went. 

The following journal entries from each participant illustrate their respective resolve to 

continue teaching elementary general music, even with the challenges they faced associated with 

their teacher competence. 

I very much like to return. Last week, I had a moment where I wanted [to] quit. However, 
I remembered what a music teacher at one of my schools (back during my first year as an 
itinerant) said, “don’t take it personally.” Sometimes we just have to take things with a 
grain of salt and move on because the next class is coming, and you just have to wish the 
best for those students who had a bad day. (Nancy, Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
 
It makes me feel tired to think about next year. I am fine coming back here, because I 
have tenure and I need a paycheck. I’m hopeful that once this class of 5th graders moves 
on, things will be a little calmer. I am definitely looking forward to summer break and 
Orff Level III, but maybe not as much to school actually starting. (Lydia, Journal 4, 
04/27/2018) 
 
I am still planning to transfer to another building in my district for the 2018–19 school 
year. It is a smaller school with a (supposedly) supportive principal. I think that all my 
positive experiences will carry over to this school, and I can hopefully get rid of some 
negativity. (Courtney, Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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Right now, I have every intention of continuing in my position teaching K–3 music next 
year at my school. Based on my wonderings about music teachers/classroom space 
sharing, etc. I may look into what opportunities exist just as a point of comparison…but I 
probably won’t. I really do love my school. (Beth, Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 

 

Research Question 3, Theme: Teacher Relatedness 

How did the participants perceive their relatedness when describing experiences 

associated with (a) professional networking; (b) mentoring; (c) relationships with colleagues and 

administrators; and (d) the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these experiences 

affect their decisions to stay? My initial open coding and subsequent axial coding of participant 

interview and focus group discussion transcripts and journal submissions led to these four 

categories aligning naturally under the theme teacher relatedness. The category professional 

networking referred to any issues and experiences associated with the participants connecting 

with other music teachers for support and understanding. Mentoring included any issues or 

experiences related to the participants being mentored by more experienced teachers or 

participating themselves in mentoring other teachers. Relationships with colleagues and 

administrators referred to the participants’ professional and social interactions with colleagues 

and administrators. The sense of feeling valued by others included experiences and issues 

associated with each participant’s impressions of how much she and her music program were 

valued by the school community—including colleagues, administrators, and parents. Table 1 (p. 

94) displays the four themes and all corresponding categories associated with each theme. The 

following four sections describe each participant’s experiences within all four categories using 

their own stories and words. 



144 
 

Nancy in the West 

Professional Networking 

Nancy taught in a large urban school district with many elementary schools. Her district 

elementary music teachers used a Google Groups platform, organized by their elementary music 

coordinator, to communicate and interact with one another. Nancy often used this resource to 

post questions asking for advice about lesson ideas, pedagogical techniques, and strategies for 

classroom management. She explained how she typically could submit a question and promptly 

receive multiple replies from colleagues with useful ideas and recommendations. During the 

online focus group discussion, Nancy wanted to learn more about how the other three 

participants used Facebook Groups, which she had not yet experienced. Lydia, Courtney, and 

Beth all alluded to their frequent use of these social media groups, and they were happy to 

explain to Nancy how the groups worked and how she could participate. 

 

Mentoring 

Nancy reported benefitting from being mentored during her earlier years of teaching. She 

continued to stay in touch with her mentor from student teaching, as well as with her 

undergraduate elementary music methods professor who was a nationally recognized Orff 

Schulwerk clinician. Nancy was also assigned a music teacher mentor by her district when she 

first began teaching and maintained a positive relationship with that person ever since. As for 

mentoring newer teachers, Nancy’s experience had been somewhat negative so far. 

I signed up for mentoring this year, but every time I tried to contact my mentee she 
doesn’t respond, so I said, “well, if she doesn’t want it, then I can’t really force her, you 
know, what can I do?” Like, I made several attempts, and I didn’t wanna seem too pushy, 
but it’s, I technically offered my help; she didn’t seem like she wanted it, and it’s like, 
“okay, hey, that’s your decision.” I was assigned to her, but like I said, when I tried to 
contact her and let her know, “hey, they put us together, and if you need any help, don’t 
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hesitate” ...... no answer. I tried maybe two weeks later, still no answer, I just said... 
“okay,” <sighs> “that’s totally fine.” (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 

 

Relationships with Colleagues and Administrators 

When I asked Nancy about relationships with her teaching colleagues, she confirmed that 

she got along with most of them well. She indicated that there were only one or two of her 

colleagues whom she would consider friends, but she did not feel like she could call on those 

colleagues if a critical situation arose. When I asked Nancy if her teaching colleagues and her 

school community were a significant part of her social life, she replied, “not really... I mean, 

there’s one or two...... I can call on the weekend, that’s it” (On-site interview, 04/13/2018). 

Nancy continued: 

I’m civil and nice to all of them. I have nothing against any of them, and I don’t think 
they have anything against me. Usually, if I ask for help, they might say “yes” or “no,” it 
hasn’t felt, like, that lately, like, when we had specials night, no one volunteered to help, 
and I was like, I had to call in a couple [of] teachers, that’s it, because they said, “oh, call 
me in case you got no one.” I was like.... really? So, but, the thing is when they ask me 
for help, oh, I’ll say “yes” because out of [the] goodness of my heart, I can’t say “no.” 
(On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
 
Next, I asked Nancy about the relationship she had with her administrators. She told me 

that it was purely a professional one and not really a social one. “We’ll talk every once in a 

while, but, for instance, I rarely go to their office unless I have to” <laughs> (On-site interview, 

04/13/2018). Nancy added: 

We usually talk on a professional level, period. There’s been small talk here and there, 
that’s it. I mean, I don’t really know them that well, as a person, even though I’ve been, 
like, with my principal for 5 years.... all I know is that he was a skater kid. <laughs> We 
like the same kind of punk music. <laughs> That’s what I can say, but that’s kinda it, 
but.... and he does communicate sometimes with me about his dog, because of my 
boyfriend, but that’s, like, you know, a different story. That’s like calling favors, or 
whatever, but in general, it’s like, I have their numbers, but I don’t call it unless it’s for 
business or school. It’s just strictly business mainly. (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
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Feeling Valued by Others 

I asked each of the four participants a set of three questions regarding their perceptions of 

how much they believed their colleagues, administrators, and parents valued them as a teacher 

and valued music as a subject. Nancy confirmed that a few of her colleagues supported her and 

supported music as a subject. Sometimes, the grade-level teachers had asked her to teach a song 

to their students and were amazed at how easily she could do it. Others had helped Nancy at 

music concerts, but they were most often teachers who were also parents of students performing 

in the concert. One teacher defended Nancy’s low report card grade for a particular student to 

that student’s parent, who had complained about her child’s music grade to the homeroom 

teacher. The teacher told the parent, “[our] music teacher is like a composer, she makes them 

work for it” (Skype interview, 04/04/2018). Nancy felt that there were social cliques at her 

school that often caused her to feel like an outsider. “I’m just kinda on my own, cause I know 

I’m just the music teacher, and that’s fine. But I do feel like when I do ask for help, it does not 

get there, especially, and that kinda discouraged my wanting to help out on the other school stuff 

sometimes” (Skype interview, 04/04/2018). 

When asked about how much her administrators valued her and music as a subject, 

Nancy expressed that her administrators mostly considered music to be entertainment instead of 

a subject through which children could learn critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and 

emotional connections. However, she had begun to see evidence that her assistant principal was 

starting to see the value of music education. 

My AP’s starting to see it as an educational thing, because she has to come and observe, 
and there’s certain stuff she has to see evidence, [to] see if I’m reaching that, and she’s 
saying, like, “oh!” because I have to tie things into kids that, the stuff the kids will relate 
to, and when they see that evidence they’re like, “okay, so this makes some sense,” and 
she does look for those things when she observes. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
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When I asked Nancy about parent support for her and her music program, she explained 

how the language barrier often prevented her from connecting with her students’ parents, most of 

whom only spoke Spanish. 

I think because of language barriers a lot with the Spanish Latino, families, I do [send] 
communications through texts for my choir program, but.... I don’t know the parents too 
well, I’m not directly involved unless I have to call home, but there’s some parents of 
some kids who do come talk and do value.... they love the fact that their kid is doing my 
choir program or learning this and that, or sometimes they’ll come complain to me like, 
“they [their child] won’t get this song out of their head,” it’s like, “that’s good, though!” 
<laughs> Those parents do acknowledge or know of me based on, you know, what their 
child is doing at home, and they just take notice; they’re not too heavily involved 
because... unless I ask for volunteers, “yeah, sure,” but to me, they’re [parents] just 
basically [an] audience first for their kids. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
Nancy recounted some positive interactions with parents during which she was able to 

offer advice for their child’s future participation in secondary school music programs. 

I’ll even, like, try to influence parents into it, too, if I can. <laughing> I did it last year. 
<laughing> One parent asked me, he was like, “hey, what would you suggest for my 
kids?” and I was like, “do this and this.” There’s one little boy who wanted violin, but I 
told her [mom] like, “his fingering skills are not the best, because I see it from recorder. 
Put him in trumpet for mariachi, cause he wanted mariachi,” and I said, “put him on 
trumpet. He only has to worry about three fingers. He’s a righty, and he sure loves to 
blow; trust me, I know! <laughing>” (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 

 

Lydia in the South 

Professional Networking 

According to Lydia, her two closest friends were elementary music teachers. She 

explained to me about how the three of them maintained an open chat window on the Facebook 

Messenger app, “so anytime we need an idea, or like, we’re.... struggling with a concept, we’ll 

just ask each other [real] quick and, you know, we’re always quick to answer each other” (Skype 

interview, 04/03/2018). Lydia even recalled, with humor, how she and her closest friend had 

tried to maintain a non-music teacher relationship, but that instead, they “just naturally gravitate 
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to it, like, we just can’t help it” <laughing> (Skype interview, 04/03/2018). Other networking 

opportunities Lydia mentioned included the AOSA Facebook page, which she called “pretty 

amazing” (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) and the I’m a General Music Teacher Facebook Group. 

Lydia had a positive attitude about her ability to connect with other music teachers despite her 

isolated location in a rural community. 

 

Mentoring 

Lydia confirmed that she did, in fact, have a mentor during her first year at her school. 

Her mentor was the school art teacher, but Lydia had a less-than-positive attitude about the 

experience and how it had benefitted her. 

So, I did have a mentor; the art teacher was my mentor my first year there. She was 
just.... someone I was supposed to ask questions to, you know, it wasn’t like a “you have 
to do this” or whatever; I did not even realize she was getting a stipend for doing it. I 
probably would’ve been a little more obnoxious if I realized she was getting paid for it, 
but yeah, I mean, it wasn’t.... she didn’t know, you know, she doesn’t know anything 
about my content area. We were just doing it in our own time whenever, and I think most 
of what she considered mentoring was just me coming in and chatting. <laughing> You 
know, it was ridiculous. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
I then asked Lydia whether she had ever mentored other teachers. She promptly replied, 

“they’ve never asked me to” (Skype interview, 04/03/2018). She continued: 

But, to be fair, we haven’t had a new special area teacher since I got there. I, like, we got 
a new guidance counselor, but she’d already worked at the high school. We got a new 
gym teacher, but he had already worked at the elementary school. We got a new art 
teacher, but she was already in the district too. So, there hasn’t been a new special area 
teacher since me. The computer teacher retired, and the 3rd-grade teacher was made the 
computer teacher, so they don’t do mentoring unless you’re new, and if you’re a 
classroom teacher, your mentor is gonna be someone in your grade level. You know, it’s 
not gonna be me. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
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Relationships with Colleagues and Administrators 

I asked Lydia about relationships with her teaching colleagues and how important they 

were to her work as a teacher. She explained how some of the relationships were important, but 

she emphasized her belief that it was difficult for her to do her job well and be their best friends 

simultaneously. Some of Lydia’s colleagues had led her to believe that her job should only be to 

teach or reinforce their classroom content through music. She told me that she did this whenever 

possible, as long as it did not interfere with the music curriculum. Lydia had also experienced 

frustration with classroom teachers keeping their students from coming to music class as often as 

twice a month. When Lydia took action to alleviate this problem, her relationship with some of 

the classroom teachers was strained. 

But, like, when I fight for kids to be sent to my class, those teachers don’t like me 
because, if their kids aren’t sent, I send an email to my principal and say “I haven’t seen 
these kids in three weeks. I just wanted you to know they’re not coming to music.” I 
don’t say, “you do... blah blah blah,” I just tell her what’s going on, and then usually the 
next week [the students] all come to music and it’s amazing. And the teachers [are] 
always standing in the hall, y’know, with their arms crossed, rolling their eyes at me. And 
then I had one teacher call me a “tattle-tale” because [the administration] sent out an 
email reminding [teachers] to send their kids to special class and [the teacher] said, “they 
only send that out when you tattle-tale on us, so what’d you do now, tattle-tale?” And I 
[was] like, “I want my kids.” There’s a lot worse things in this world, but I mean, gee-
darn, you have a teacher who wants her students. Get over it. (On-site interview, 
04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia described her relationship with her administrators as mostly positive. She stated 

that she tried never to bother them unless she was advocating for her students’ right to come to 

music class. Lydia expressed her desire to make their jobs as easy as possible and to do what she 

was asked to do. Part of that desire was maintaining a “service-oriented” (On-site interview, 

04/18/2018) outlook. 

So, if I see something that needs doing, like, I don’t wait for everyone to ask me to do it, 
or whatever, I just do it, and don’t worry about, you know, my time or whatever, you 
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know, it’s fine. It’ll be okay if I give up a planning to do this, y’know, it’s not the end of 
the world. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 

 

Feeling Valued by Others 

During the years at her current school, Lydia had experienced frustrations with the degree 

to which her colleagues valued her and the music program. The most egregious issue, according 

to Lydia, was how the teachers could decide not to send their students to music class, especially 

before performances. Despite this, Lydia recounted positive experiences with some colleagues. 

In one journal submission, she wrote: 

I am reading a book about teaching fluent reading. I did have an interesting discussion 
with my daughter’s 2nd-grade teacher about the Orff process. We discussed applying it to 
language arts and math. I explained the basics of the approach, and she suggested that I 
do a half-day PD day for the county on the application of the method for non-music 
teachers. I’m not sure how I feel about that. I feel like there may be an ethical reason to 
decline, but the idea is intriguing, and it’s flattering that she thought so highly of the 
practice that she wanted more training in it. I wonder if more of this stuff exists. (Journal 
5, 05/04/2018) 
 
Lydia spoke about the value she believed her administrators placed on her program and 

on music education. In the past, when her principal forbade the classroom teachers from keeping 

their students out of music class during the weeks before a performance, Lydia felt somewhat 

valued. However, since that stipulation had been abolished during the current school year, she 

felt a sense of being valued less. Lydia believed that her student performances were the only 

events that typically brought large numbers of parents to the school at the same time—sometimes 

even for school fundraising. 

I think we [Lydia and her administrators] have a pretty good relationship, but the strain 
on it right now is this support of the programs and whether or not they actually want 
those to continue. And that’s the only real beef I have with them right now, is because the 
school has done three fundraisers this year, and they’ve all been centered around my 
shows, and if we’re not going to have shows, or if we’re not going to support me getting 
ready for shows, then, they’re not gonna have shows, and then they’ll have to figure 
something else out, which they might do; that’s fine. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
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When asked about how much her students’ parents valued her and the school music 

program, Lydia expressed a positive outlook. In addition to high levels of parent attendance at 

her student performances, Lydia spoke about how she had experienced positive interactions with 

parents in her community and how these parents subsequently helped her by providing sound 

equipment when she needed assistance. 

The first year I taught here, I was doing a show in the gym, and I was like, “well, where’s 
the sound system?” And they were like, “we don’t have one. We have one wireless 
microphone, and speakers that don’t work,” or, one of the speakers is blown out, and I 
was like, “oh, okay.” So, one of my 4th graders that year, his dad was the music director 
at the [name redacted] Church down the street, so I was like, “you don’t have... mics, do 
you?” <laughs> “choir mics, anything like that?” And he was like, “actually, I do.” And 
so, he’s run the sound for all of my shows ever since my very first one here, and that 
relationship has been exceptionally important. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia went on to explain that this particular parent was someone with whom she believed 

her students had become acquainted enough at school that he had also become someone in the 

community with whom her students could talk or seek help from when they experienced 

problems, even if they did not attend his church or even attend church at all. 

 

Courtney in the Midwest 

Professional Networking 

Like Nancy, Courtney enjoyed a strong support network within her school district. She 

stated that she had supportive music colleagues and that, whenever she emailed a question to 

everyone, she promptly received numerous valuable responses. She said, “everybody’s happy to 

help!” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). She also mentioned her valuable friends in the “Orff 

world” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) from her local AOSA chapter. “I just need to ask for help, 

and I get it, which is very nice” (Skype interview, 04/08/2018). Like Lydia, Courtney also 

actively participated in numerous Facebook discussion groups. Her school district’s music 
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department maintained an internal Facebook discussion group for its elementary music teachers 

where they could post questions and offer advice and recommendations. 

 

Mentoring 

Unlike Lydia, Courtney found her experiences with mentoring to be beneficial, and her 

district continued to maintain a formal mentor/mentee program. 

My first 3 years, I worked with my mentor. We wrote on an online journal; we had to do 
a communication log. She visited my classroom; I visited her classroom; we meet for 
coffee; she’s a really good friend now. I can ask her anything. Even though she’s not 
technically my mentor anymore, she’ll always be my mentor, so that was positive for me. 
(Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
When describing her experiences of mentoring new music teachers, Courtney recalled 

both positive and negative encounters. 

Now, I am a mentor; I have two mentees, they’re first-year music teachers. We write on a 
Google online journal every week; we have to submit a communication log every week; 
and we have to go to meetings together once a month in person. I feel like [name 
redacted], is my one mentee, she is very appreciative of my help and asks me things all 
the time. I share resources with her; I’ve been to her classroom to help her with 
classroom management. She also works in a tough school on the east side of the city, like 
I do, so, I feel like I’ve been a big help to her. And my other mentee... this is his second 
career. I don’t think he feels like he needs as much help, or doesn’t want as much help, 
so, I do the same reaching out to him, but he doesn’t really reply a lot, but I’ll keep 
reaching out because that’s my job. <laughs sarcastically> (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
Throughout her journal entries, Courtney described consistently positive experiences with 

her female mentee. As the weekly journal entries continued, Courtney also recounted 

increasingly positive experiences with her male mentee, whom she had described as less 

responsive at the beginning of the data collection period. 

 

Relationships with Colleagues and Administrators 

For the most part, Courtney enjoyed positive relationships with her teaching colleagues. 



153 
 

Some, I get along with a little more easy than others. We’re not, not friendly, but it’s 
more of a, “good morning” in the hallway, “how are you?” and then, I don’t see them. 
It’s also hard because I don’t teach three of the grade levels at this school. (On-site 
interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
Despite referring to herself as an introvert at heart, Courtney recounted occasions during 

which she participated in the community life of her school apart from being its music teacher, 

such as curriculum nights. Sometimes, she also attended dinners with her colleagues that were 

arranged by the school social committee. “I feel like it’s important to make connections with 

those classroom teachers” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018). Courtney described a particular 2nd-

grade teacher with whom she found difficult to get along because of the teacher’s seemingly 

unending negativity. Despite the strained relationship, this same teacher nevertheless agreed to 

switch her usual afternoon class period with a morning period so that Courtney would have 

ample time to participate in her on-site interview with me on the day of my visit. 

I can’t really think of anybody else who... I just don’t get along with. It’s maybe, the 
more positive people I’m more drawn to, like, this morning, [name redacted], the science 
teacher, always has a positive spin on it, and I know she can get fed up, because we have 
had vent sessions, but, I’m more drawn to positive [people]; we have enough hardship 
going on here; and it’s.... [name redacted], the gym teacher—great friend! Love her, but 
she’s pretty negative, so sometimes I need to step away from that. (On-site interview, 
04/25/2018) 
 
When describing her relationship with school administrators, Courtney expressed a 

mostly negative outlook. She had had the impression for the past five years that her principal saw 

her only as a person who covered prep periods for the classroom teachers. During my on-site 

visit, I met Courtney’s principal in the school office. He spoke well of her and of her music 

classes. Despite this, Courtney still believed his support was only visible on the surface. During 

our on-site interview, I recalled the experience of being introduced to Courtney’s principal and 

the positive words he said to me about her. She replied, “yes, so, like, that’s nice. He doesn’t 

have to do that, so I give him credit for that. He shows up, but, like, in my heart, I don’t think he 
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cares” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018). When discussing her assistant principal, Courtney’s 

sentiment became more favorable. 

Our assistant principal—this is his second year at the building—I like him a lot. He 
follows through with discipline; if I need him, he’s there; he answers the phone; he makes 
the phone call home; he deals with parents. ..... I say “hello” to him in the hallways; he’s 
at staff meetings. He’s very friendly; I like working with him. (On-site interview, 
04/25/2018) 
 
 

Feeling Valued by Others 

Courtney expressed mixed emotions when discussing the degree to which she believed 

she and her music program were valued by colleagues, administrators, and parents. She stated 

that about 75% of her colleagues valued her and her program, while the other 25% viewed her 

class as a prep time—a time for them to get their work completed away from their students. 

Some teachers brought their classes to music early or late, and some picked up their class as 

much as 5 minutes late, which used all of Courtney’s passing period when she either prepared for 

her next class or took the opportunity to go to the restroom. 

So, I feel disrespected by that, so, they’re not, like, outwardly rude or anything, and they 
don’t outwardly say “music isn’t important,” it’s just a feeling I get, but, from about 75% 
of my coworkers, I feel like they think music is important, and they value me as [a] 
educator. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
On the other hand, Courtney experienced one occasion when she felt a colleague was 

blatantly rude to her by expressing a blunt opinion about music. Referring to the 2nd-grade 

teacher I discussed in a previous section, Courtney recalled: 

Actually, she said to me, once.... we were talking about the value of music, and she said, 
“I don’t really value music, I just want my prep time.” She said that to me, to my face! 
I’m like, “what?” That’s so rude! <laughs> So, there’s just a handful of teachers like that. 
I try to be nice, and then [I] close the door. But for the most part, I think I’m well-liked 
and respected by the teachers, and I think that comes from students wanting to come here, 
students using the vocabulary that they’ve learned in music in their classroom and 
making [curricular] connections, so teachers are realizing, even if they don’t have a 
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music education, themselves, “oh, there might be value to this!” Like, they’re linking it to 
reading, or they’re linking it to math. (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
Previous sections have already included descriptions of the negative impressions 

Courtney had developed regarding her relationship with the school principal, and Courtney 

believed these impressions were the result of the minimal value he seemed to place on her and 

the school music program. In one of her journal entries, however, Courtney wrote about a 

positive encounter with her principal that made her feel surprised and happy. 

This was our first week back from spring break. Most of my classes went well. I got lots 
of hugs and “I miss yous” from the kids, so that always makes coming back to work 
easier. We had a staff meeting on Monday, where my principal thanked me and my 
teaching partner for putting on the musical. He even gave us a framed picture from the 
performance! I was very surprised and happy. (Journal 2, 04/13/2018) 
 
When considering whether Courtney believed her assistant principal, with whom she felt 

she had a more positive relationship, valued her and her music program, Courtney said: 

I like him. I don’t know if he values music either. I’m not sure [about] his views on that, 
but he seems more genuine than my principal...... I feel valued by him, and maybe that’s 
because I don’t talk to him that much? I don’t know. (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
I then asked Courtney to discuss her perceptions about how much her students’ parents 

valued her and her music program. Once again, she expressed both positive and negative 

impressions of these interactions. Courtney often experienced difficulties contacting parents 

when she needed to communicate with them regarding their child’s progress or behavior in 

music class. 

At my charter school, I had minimal interaction with parents. I made phone calls home 
for behavior issues, and they always apologized and said they’d talk to [their child]. And 
most of the time, nothing changed. <laughs> But that’s about all the parent contact I had 
at that school.... and, at this school, it’s about the same. I call home.... in extreme 
situations.... I’m also a little bit nervous to call home, because of the language barrier. 
(On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
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Courtney described another experience regarding her perception of how her students’ 

parents value music as a school subject. 

I feel like [teaching partner] deals with some different issues with the older kids. She 
deals with more disrespect, and she deals with more music is haram, which means music 
is evil. So, like, Ramadan is coming up pretty soon, and certain sects of Muslims say, 
“you shouldn’t play or listen to music during Ramadan or Ashura,” which happens in the 
fall, which is a 10-day mourning period, but our principals [both of whom are of Arabic 
descent] say, “if students need to be excused from music, they need a note from the 
mosque, from the Imam, and then... their parents need to come to the office and sit with 
them during every single music time.” So, once parents hear all [that] they’re like, “just 
go to music, just do it,” which, yeah, we deal with different issues. (Skype interview, 
04/08/2018) 
 
One particular issue Courtney spoke about and wrote about in her journal entries 

numerous times involved ongoing frustration with parent behavior at student performances. This 

incongruence between two cultural norms occurred when Courtney’s expectation—that the 

parents should enjoy school performances by listening attentively and not socializing while the 

children are on stage—contrasted with the parents’ expectation that music performances were 

social events during which audience members could visit with one another while the music was 

happening. 

I’ve heard this from my music colleagues [that] in Arabic culture, a music concert is 
social hour. So, parents—despite us asking them to not talk and to stay seated—there’ll 
be women just on their cell phones having a conversation at this volume while the 
children are trying to perform, and we don’t have administrative support to ask them to 
be respectful. I’ve asked parents multiple times in a concert, like, “please, can we quiet 
down for the children? They’ve worked very hard to learn these songs for you.” And, 
I’ve waited an uncomfortable amount of time. At my last 1st-grade concert, we did the 
“[school name redacted] Five” ....  that’s our “be quiet” [hand signal]. There [were] also 
1st-graders there, so I could aim it at them, but, y’know, I’m really talking to you [the 
parents] .... and I think I waited almost a full, like, 15 seconds, which is really long.... it’s 
really long. <laughs> I’m on my own up there. My administrators don’t... help.... they 
don’t help.... it’s hard, so.... parent behavior at concerts is to the point where I’m 
wondering, “should I even bother with this?” And then, when I see the kids so excited, 
my answer is, “yes, I should bother with this, because it’s for them,” but it’s very 
challenging; it’s frustrating. (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
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Courtney’s experiences with parent behavior at her school concerts were not always 

negative. 

The 4th grade concert was a positive experience. It made me feel like having yearly 
concerts is slowly teaching parents proper concert etiquette. I hope the new teacher at my 
school continues to provide grade-level performances to create a culture that values the 
arts. (Journal 4, 04/27/2018) 
 
On Thursday, my after-school Music Club put on a production of Freddie the Frog and 
the Jungle Jazz. We have been rehearsing since January. My students have never put on a 
musical this intricate. It was a stressful journey! We had a full house at our evening 
performance, but this crowd was much more respectful than the 1st-grade parents. The 
students did an excellent job. This was an overwhelmingly positive experience. I got 
numerous compliments from students, staff, and parents. Teaching the Music Club is like 
a breath of fresh air after a tough week in the classroom! (Journal 1, 03/29/2018) 
 
Every year, Courtney invited her kindergarten students’ parents into her music room for 

an interactive time during which the parents participated in music-making lesson activities with 

their children. This often had a positive impact on Courtney. 

I have a kindergarten “informance” every year where I invite the parents into this 
classroom, and we just do a normal lesson, it’s nothing like a concert, I say, “this is why 
we’re doing this activity; it’s teaching steady beat; we’re doing this activity to match 
pitch,” and I invite the parents to play along with us, but even then, when parents are in 
my room, I’ll say hello to them, “hello, I’m the music teacher; my name is Ms. 
[redacted], welcome!” They say hello, they take pictures of their kids doing all the 
activities, and a lot of them don’t even say goodbye to me when they leave. (On-site 
interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
I asked Courtney whether she believed this was due to cultural differences between her 

expectations and theirs. “I don’t know, that’s hard to say. There’s always a few parents who 

thank me for my work, and say that their student loves music, but for the most part, I don’t get 

much feedback from them even when they’re in my classroom” <laughs> (On-site interview, 

04/25/2018). In one of her journal entries, Courtney wrote about her excitement surrounding the 

upcoming informance with her kindergarten parents. 

I spent the week preparing my kindergartens for their parent informance. I invited all 
parents to join their students during their scheduled music time next week. The kids are 
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so excited to welcome their parents into our music room. I have done this for the past 4 
years, and it is always a pleasure to see my students with their families. I foresee next 
week being a positive experience with parents. (Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 

 

Beth in the Northeast 

Professional Networking 

Beth’s professional networking, similarly to that of Lydia and Courtney, mostly 

comprised Facebook discussion groups and other social media platforms. During the online 

focus group discussion, Beth spoke with the other three participants about local possibilities for 

professional networking in her city. 

I am alone. I teach in a K to 3 school. I’m in a giant district, I teach in [city name 
redacted], and the problem in [city name redacted] schools are that, it’s just so big that no 
one knows anyone. So, I’ve found organizations that have been helpful, and that’s been 
the way of connecting professionally in person. So, [organization name redacted] has a 
great program that’s national and international, but I get to go to the workshops locally. 
That’s been helpful to just network. I’m doing Orff Level III this summer, and so the 
group of people I’ve been with have been really helpful, because they are local, so we 
have a Facebook group internally, but we also can see each other outside. (Focus group 
discussion, 05/01/2018) 

 

Mentoring 

Beth’s unique path to her teaching position, combined with the massive size of her school 

district, prevented her from having adequate mentoring experiences. 

I don’t think mentoring is talked about enough at my school. We, like, as new teachers, 
we had a mentor, like, my principal was not the principal when I first started teaching, so 
he was my mentor. I know what mentoring should look like, and I know what it did look 
like, and I think it could be better organized and set up. I think we’re limited at a small 
school, like, just having enough staff to cover, you know, to be with children while 
you’re having planning time and mentor time. So, I do understand why it doesn’t always 
happen the way it should. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 

Beth continued: 

I’d like to get involved with the Orff mentoring, but I have to finish Level III first, so I 
kind of look to mentorship as, like, out of my school.... who are the professionals in my 
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field now that I can connect with on Facebook? Or like, through [organization name 
redacted], but more on Facebook. I think, like, yeah, social media has become a really 
great way of finding mentors and finding, you know, great relevant professional 
development, which is unfortunate, in a way, that you can’t just be face-to-face with 
somebody as music educators, or even ESL teachers, like, there’s just not enough of us in 
a building. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 

 

Relationships with Colleagues and Administrators 

Beth worked to maintain positive relationships with all of her teaching colleagues, and 

she felt that, all things considered, these relationships were positive. 

I think, as the music teacher, you have to kinda be friendly with everybody, but you don’t 
get to be, like buddy-buddy with everybody cause you’re running around like crazy. I 
know, like, I have to be friendly with everybody cause I do work with everybody’s kids, 
and you want to know that you can have conversations with your colleagues on a 
professional level and on a personal level, like, y’know, “hey, how are your kids doing, 
and how’s your family, and what’s going [on] and,” so that when you come to work, like, 
it’s a pleasant place to be. I’ve been trying to balance that because it is hard, especially 
with my schedule being such that, like, I’m part in a classroom, I’m part in everybody 
else’s classroom, especially those teachers who I do push into their classes, like, I’m 
showing up late, like, it’s their prep time, it’s not like they’re showing up to my door and, 
like, dropping off their kids. They’re doing me favors sometimes when I get there late, or 
when I have [to] leave early, or like, your kids get sick and, like, sometimes they have to 
swap preps with you. So, there’s a lot of negotiating that comes into, y’know, making 
sure [those] relationships are healthy and growing.... and reciprocal, if that makes sense, 
like, you know, you have to kinda make sure that, like, I wanna make sure that, like, all 
of my colleagues know that if they come to me and ask a favor, that I will be able to do it, 
and then I can ask the favor back, right? It’s not always easy, especially sharing space 
and that’s obviously a big challenge we have here. (On-site interview, 04/24/2018) 
 
Despite two difficult years at the beginning of Beth’s tenure, the relationship with her 

administrators had transformed into one that was positive and mutually respectful. When 

discussing her personal interactions with both her current assistant principal, who had previously 

been her teaching colleague, and her current principal, Beth explained: 

She [AP] didn’t like me for a while, and I know that because she took this training at one 
point, and I didn’t know she didn’t like me, but I mean, you don’t have to be best friends 
with everyone you teach with, right? Like, that’s fine, but she called me for, like, one 
weekend she went to some sort of training, everyone comes in and, like, talks about their 
feelings. She called me cause that was one of the exercises; they had to call people that, 
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like, they had bad relationships with, or something, and she apologized. So, like, we get 
started off rocky, she apologized, and then, like, now we’re friends, like, I mean our kids 
play together and stuff, and it’s hard because we’ve gone from teaching colleagues to 
now her being the AP—being my supervisor—and she struggles with that role, especially 
because with the people who were just her colleagues before. So, that’s tough. I think 
there’s just a lot of pressure on administrators, and all that pressure makes for tough 
relationships. Like, with my principal, things were really bad, and 4—almost 5 years later 
now, and I don’t know what was going on personally or professionally with him, but it 
definitely came out in our relationship.... and it was nitpicky and awful, but like, now we 
hang out and go to baseball games after work. (On-site interview, 04/24/2018) 
 
Beth described remarkably positive relationships and interactions with her students’ 

parents. She spoke about how, despite the language barrier, she and the families of her students 

had bonded. 

I’d love to build better, I wouldn’t say “better” relationships with parents, but I’d like to 
build deeper relationships with parents. I think that’s kind of fluctuated, but like, those 
ups and downs where it’s just about time, like, and I’ve realized, now that I’m a parent of 
elementary school-age kids, how limited their time is. Parents do really love.... seeing me, 
like, in the morning, and not just parents, like, grandparents, like, I’ve had relationships 
with grandparents who do not speak a word of English, and I don’t speak any Chinese, 
and like, we legit love each other, like, see each other in the street and hug each other, 
and I think it’s because they know I really love their kids, y’know, when you have a 
teacher who’s taken care of your children, I think you’ll do anything [for] them. (On-site 
interview, 04/24/2018) 

 

Feeling Valued by Others 

Beth expressed that, for the most part, her teaching colleagues valued her and her music 

program. Several of them occasionally volunteered to help her during performances, and they 

also sometimes helped her get in contact with family members of students whenever there was a 

concern. Beth recounted an experience during which she felt she had earned the respect of the 

3rd-grade team. They had insisted that she teach a pop song to their classes for the 3rd-grade 

graduation assembly. Beth did not like this idea for a number of reasons, but she decided to 

acquiesce and be a team player. 
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A couple years ago, [a] 3rd-grade teacher said to me, “uhm, do you think it would be cool 
if they could sing, like, a more current song?” They wanted to do Best Day of My Life, 
and I said, “well, I mean, it’s not something I was planning on with them,” and they were 
like, “well, we really like it and we think it would be really great for the performance.” 
So, <sighs> it was one of those moments where, you know, like, you know it’s not the 
right thing, but I didn’t want to get into an argument with them, so I went with it, and I’m 
glad I did because what happened was.... they taught it to the kids before they even came 
to my room, which I hated, then I had to re-teach a lot, but the kids were not into the 
song. And I think part of it was because of where they come from, because of their home 
life, because, like, there’s just a lot of things about our population; they’re reserved, and 
it’s hard for them to get excited about singing Best Day of My Life, especially when 
they’re not excited to leave our school in 3rd grade. They don’t, y’know, it’s not like 5th-
graders where they’re like, “woohoo, I’m going to middle school!” But I did it, and they 
saw how hard it was; the 3rd-grade teachers saw how hard it was, and they were like, 
“wow, they don’t really like the song as much as the songs that you picked,” and I’m like, 
“oh yeah, I don’t know why.” <sarcastic chuckle> Like, so, but I let that play out, and 
now they never ask me. They just trust my choice. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
The value Beth’s administrators had placed on her and her music program during her 

nine-year tenure had progressed from almost none to a point of greater understanding and 

appreciation for what she and her program contributed to the school community. 

Now my principal, I think a lot of principals do this, but you get the call two days before, 
“oh, we have a media thing coming up,” or “the [name redacted] library is opening their 
new library room, can you put a group together?” and I always say “yes.” And I always 
get [a] “I’ll owe you” .... you know, I don’t know what he ever owes me, but it’s been, 
you know, like, I think he realizes that, first of all, I can make him look good, and he 
knows that the most parents come in the door when I’m organizing something and that I 
make the kids shine in a different way, and I can make different kids shine than, you 
know, than they do in their reading and writing and math. So, all of that is really good 
and has really helped, because now I get a little extra budget here, or, you know, I don’t 
get push back if I ask for whatever I’m asking for—and I don’t ask for very much—I 
don’t feel like I need too much, but, I’ve seen a lot of that. My assistant principal has 
three children of her own. She’s taken them to Music Together classes, and I started off 
as a Music Together teacher, and so she’ll pop in every once in a while, and just, like, sit 
down and sing with us sometimes, and she knows what kind of learning is going on in my 
classroom, and she is, like, super supportive of how that is, and I think that’s more of her 
as a mom sometimes than as an administrator, but I do love that. And my principal too, 
he pops in more frequently and sometimes sings with us and sometimes dances, so...... 
not often, but I’ve seen it progress, and I’ve seen that support grow a lot, and my 
principal brought Flat Beethoven to China; he’s there right now, and he just sent me 
pictures of Flat Beethoven in China. So, you know, he’s like, “why am I bringing this?” 
and I’m like, “well, cause the 3rd graders are bringing Flat Beethoven home for the 
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spring break, so maybe you can take pictures of him in their home country.” So yeah, it’s 
been good. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Beth felt a tremendous sense of being valued by her students’ parents and the surrounding 

school community. She explained how some parents would often sing the songs Beth had taught 

their children in class while at home or on their way to school each day. Because her student 

concerts were scheduled during the school day, parents sometimes took off from work to attend, 

which Beth explained was “a big deal” (Skype interview, 04/05/2018). 

I also get, you know, some letters; I got one letter last year. I actually sent home a 
reflection after the concert every year, where the kids just, like, write what their favorite 
part is and a lot write, “oh it was great to see my mom in the audience, and I got to sing 
for my dad,” or “my mom took pictures,” and so one mom wrote me back and said, “you 
know, Ms. [redacted], the concert was so nice, you know, we can sit for longer,” cause 
it’s just.... I only do, like, three songs with them, because we have such a small space, so, 
it’s a really short show, and the note was so sweet, so it got me thinking, like, how can I 
make the show a little bit longer? But, we don’t have the capacity for it, but you know, 
those kinds of feedback.... it’s great! (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 
 
Parents had also demonstrated the value they placed on Beth and her music program 

through support from the school’s PTA. On more than one occasion, when Beth had needed 

something for a performance, the PTA instructed her to purchase the item(s) she needed and 

promised to reimburse her. She had also received small, but thoughtful, gifts from many of her 

parents around Christmas time accompanied by thoughtful notes of support and gratitude. She 

explained how, for many of them who struggled financially or who were busy working many 

hours, it was a significant gesture on their part that she did not take for granted. 

 

Summary of Findings for Research Question 3 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth told me a great deal about their teacher relatedness and 

also wrote about it extensively in their journal entries. All four participants expressed benefitting 

from available professional networks, mostly accessible through social media applications like 
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Facebook. Nancy and Courtney both enjoyed in-district networking with their music colleagues, 

while Lydia and Beth relied more on outside networks like Facebook and local music education 

associations. Nancy, Courtney, and Beth all had positive experiences with being mentored by 

seasoned teachers with more experience. Because of the small size and isolation of Lydia’s 

community and school district, her experience of being mentored was not very beneficial. In fact, 

Lydia’s mentor was not familiar with music as a content area because she was an art teacher. 

Both Nancy and Courtney had mixed experiences with mentoring newer teachers. Although 

Nancy had reached out to her mentee several times, she received no response. One of Courtney’s 

mentees took full advantage of her expertise and experience, while her other mentee was 

sometimes less willing to accept help. 

When discussing their respective relationships with colleagues and administrators, all 

four participants expressed varying degrees of teacher relatedness through their interactions. 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all described positive relationships with most of their teaching 

colleagues, although all reported at least one negative experience. All four participants, except 

Courtney, recalled mostly positive relationships with their administrators, although there were 

some exceptions related to specific issues. Courtney consistently expressed frustrations with the 

relationship she had with her principal. In fact, this poor relationship was one of several reasons 

Courtney had decided to transfer to a different school the next year. 

When discussing how colleagues, administrators, and parents valued each music teacher 

and her program, the results were, again, mixed. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all recalled at 

least one experience when they felt valued by a colleague. Nancy and Beth reported more 

instances of being valued by administrators than Lydia and Courtney. When it came to the value 

parents expressed in each teacher and her program, Beth expressed positive experiences of 
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relatedness most often, but Lydia also received much-needed support from parents in her 

community. Nancy and Courtney seemed unsure of the value their students’ parents placed on 

their programs. Because of the language barrier that Nancy and Courtney both experienced with 

their respective communities, they felt that their relatedness with parents was not as good as it 

could have been. However, in spite of a language barrier, Beth reported remarkably positive 

relatedness with her parents and the school community. 

None of these issues or experiences associated with teacher relatedness—as expressed by 

all four participants—resulted in any of them deciding to leave teaching, even though Courtney 

had decided to transfer schools the next year. The following journal entries from each participant 

illustrate their respective resolve to continue teaching elementary general music, even with the 

challenges they faced associated with their teacher relatedness. 

At this moment, I’m at 70%-want to return, 30%-rethinking my career. I do have my 
moments where I have those thoughts, but they always lead me back to wanting to come 
back. Maybe it’s because there’s only three weeks of school left. (Nancy, Journal 4, 
04/27/2018) 
 
I am always excited to see what a new year will bring, especially since I’ll be completing 
my Orff Level III this summer. It’s exciting to think about all the learning and teaching 
that is waiting for me in the future. I will have all summer to let go of the bitterness that I 
have towards the people that are disrespectful of my position. (Lydia, Journal 5, 
05/04/2018) 
 
I am still planning to transfer to another building in my district for the 2018–19 school 
year. It is a smaller school with a (supposedly) supportive principal. I think that all my 
positive experiences will carry over to this school, and I can hopefully get rid of some 
negativity. (Courtney, Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
 
Right now, I have every intention of continuing in my position teaching K–3 music next 
year at my school. (Beth, Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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Research Question 4, Theme: Nurture and Care for Children 

How did the participants perceive their ethic of care when describing feelings and 

experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and how did these feelings and 

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? My initial open coding and subsequent 

axial coding of participant interview and focus group discussion transcripts and journal 

submissions led to four categories aligning naturally under the theme nurture and care for 

children. These four categories included: (a) loving children, which refers to any issues and 

experiences associated with the participants expressing care and affection for their students and a 

desire to work with children; (b) providing children’s needs, which includes any issues or 

experiences associated with the participants taking action to directly or indirectly provide basic 

necessities for students in need; (c) protecting children, which refers to any actions or sentiments 

the participants expressed related to keeping children safe from harm, and (d) showing concern 

for the future and well-being of children, which includes experiences, issues, or sentiments 

associated with a desire for children to succeed and to have a bright future. Table 1 (p. 94) 

displays the four themes and all corresponding categories associated with each theme. The 

following four sections describe each participant’s experiences within all four categories using 

their own stories and words. 

 

Nancy in the West 

Loving Children 

At the conclusion of my Skype interview with Nancy, she described how watching her 

students grow and progress was her favorite thing about teaching at her school. 

I like seeing the kids grow, I mean, like, it really warms my heart to see them, like, 
<laughs> these 4th graders [were] my first kindergartners being at the school, and like, 
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when they came in, the first one in line.... she is already taller than me, and I said, “oh my 
gosh, you were this little thing back then.” But also, the fact that they remember some of 
the things I taught them just makes things easier, for both me and them, but also seeing 
that they can perform this. I also like the “no fear” they have when they perform. 
<laughs> I’m a little jealous of that, <chuckles> and.... you know, I just, really do love 
my kids, most of the time, <laughs> and then, of course, not all of the time, but I just do 
love them, cause everyone knows that I refer to them as “my kids.” I’m like, “well, they 
kinda are,” cause yeah, I’ve had them for that long. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
Sometimes, Nancy talked about her tough exterior when dealing with her students 

because she referred to herself as a proponent of tough love. However, beneath that exterior she 

claimed to have a warm heart full of empathy for her students. During our on-site interview, 

when asked to describe her relationship with the students, Nancy answered: 

I try to keep that line where it’s, like, student-teacher because, y’know, these are students, 
period. I’m just a teacher. That’s basically the relationship. One kid one year told me, 
“you’re not my friend anymore.” I was like, “honey no, I’m not your friend; I’m your 
teacher. That’s the line; I never was your friend; I cannot be your friend. I’m an adult, 
okay?” So, I try to keep that line drawn, like, I’m the responsible adult, you’re the child 
and student, and that’s the relationship I try to keep. I do try to let them know I do care, 
and they know I love them to death. (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
 
Nancy wrote in her journal entries about how she tried to encourage the best from her 

students by showing them love and care. 

I still feel I have the same growth with patience and tolerance to some of the behaviors 
here at my school. I have noticed that every time I had to redirect or fix something with a 
student, they feel like they’re being scolded. It breaks my heart and I have been making it 
a point to let them know that I’m not mad, I’m making small fixes [to ensure] their 
success. From there, I’m trying to be more nurturing because I get the impression that 
they get yelled at for mistakes. Whereas in my room, if we just learned something, we’re 
allowed to make mistakes and we have to learn to fix them. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 
 

Two weeks later, Nancy again wrote in her journal: 

I found myself being more empathetic to my students. Some have been pretty defensive 
when they get called out on. I try to not use a stern voice at first because I try to give 
reminders first, but they immediately go on the defense and from there I have to calm 
them down, relaying to them that they’re not in trouble. As much as I try to give the 
discipline they lack at home, I don’t want them to feel that I’m yelling at them, which is 
probably what some are getting at home. (Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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One day, a stressful incident during one of Nancy’s classes involved dangerous behavior 

exhibited by a student who had physically attacked a paraprofessional aide. Nancy had to 

evacuate the other children from her room. The next time Nancy had this student in music class, 

he was doing better and had a good time. Later, she reflected in her journal: 

Most of all, I thanked [special education specialist] for all her support and advice on how 
to handle him [the student] in case things go awry with this student. It was a positive 
experience conversing with this teacher about what we can do together to [ensure] he’s 
successful, because despite how this student can be sometimes, we still care. 
 

Providing Children’s Needs 

Nancy spoke about some of the basic needs her students often lacked because they came 

from low-income households. She often found ways to help them, sometimes by providing some 

of the necessities they were lacking. 

Food is an issue because, sometimes the kids don’t wanna eat what’s there, or they 
always want seconds, and, with clothing, we luckily have a counselor that does provide 
extra clothing, if needed—that’s limited though—and some supplies. And I’ve been 
noticing transportation too, because when I have my choir programs, some parents can’t 
drop the kids early, cause I have early morning practices, because they sometimes either 
just have to walk or some take the bus pretty far, and also a few streets down is actually a 
women’s shelter, and we get very transient when you have those kids coming from there. 
[If] the kids don’t personally tell me, or the counselors tell me, I don’t see them any 
different than any other student, but if I do notice something, sometimes I’ll talk to the 
counselors about it, and help out whenever sometimes I can, like, with some extra snacks, 
or, if I have some older shirts lying around, or sometimes we wait for someone else’s 
students like choir students, because I know they can play the stuff, it’s just getting here 
sometimes is a problem, then they don’t get counted absent or tardy, but other than that, 
unless they tell me, I really don’t know. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 

 

Protecting Children 

A natural result of Nancy’s love and care for her students was an expressed desire to 

protect them from harm. Nancy told me that she considered herself almost like a parent to her 

students. “I’m here mainly for the students’ education, safety, and well-being [and] growth and 
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since we see them for practically half of their day, I would almost say half a parent” (On-site 

interview, 04/13/2018). Nancy reflected on the increasing number of school shootings that have 

taken place in recent years and shared her intent to protect her students from harm. 

And it’s just like, you know, if, <ugh> with all the stuff about school shootings and all 
this stuff...... yup, I’m in front of that door if they’re in that closet. That’s basically how 
much I care about them, and it’s like... just even thinking about something happening to 
those kids too, that’s just that, but I may not be able to show it all the time. (On-site 
interview, 04/13/2018) 
 
In a journal entry, Nancy expressed positive impressions about her career as a teacher 

regarding the experience in class with the student who had physically attacked a paraprofessional 

aide. 

He attacked the class [aide] for picking up his shoe. The rest of the class were pretty 
worried and scared, as was I. If this boy is freely attacking an adult [aide], what’s going 
to stop him from attacking another kid? When he was still unable to calm down, even 
with the assistant principal there, the motherly instinct in me had me evacuate the rest of 
the classes out to the Multi-Purpose Room. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 
 
When I had to evacuate the classes, it made me want to stay in teaching. I felt that I was 
able to protect these children and seeing how mature and attentive they were towards me 
throughout the whole ordeal was very heartfelt and satisfying, that I felt that I was 
making some difference and I was doing something right. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 
 
During an encounter with a parent of one of Nancy’s kindergarten students, Nancy 

learned that the student had been bullied, which resulted in him exhibiting inappropriate behavior 

in Nancy’s music class. Nancy wrote: 

The student’s father mentioned that his son has been bullied by another student in his 
class and it just goes to show [how] much I know about all my students. I see over 500 
students and I wish I knew all about them like their classroom teachers, but I don’t have 
the luxury of time as I see them only once a week for 50 minutes. I assured his father 
[that] if I had known, I would have done something about it. But for a Kindergarten 
student, would you think to tell the music teacher? (Journal 5, 05/04/2018) 
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Showing Concern for the Future and Well-being of Children 

On multiple occasions, Nancy expressed her sincere concern about her students’ future 

and well-being. This was often apparent when she spoke from the tough love perspective of her 

teacher personality. 

My parents made sure that I was gonna be held accountable for my actions, or this is 
what’s gonna happen if you choose to do this, whereas like... it’s just going on 
everywhere, ... some parents are not holding their.... doing that for their kids, maybe 
cause they got traumatized when they were kids, but, look how well you turned out, or, if 
you don’t wanna end up like... [I] just want more consistency on that end then, like, if the 
kid’s gonna be like this, they gotta know they can’t be like that when they get older. 
That’s what scares me, like, when you come to [city name redacted] and you’re gonna 
drive down this street called [street name redacted], a whole lot of homeless [are] there, 
and I just, in the pit of my stomach, I just don’t want that ever happening to any of these 
kids I know.... that’s my biggest fear [for them]. (Skype interview, 04/04/2018) 
 
One of Nancy’s other concerns was wanting her students to grow up to become 

functioning and responsible adults. She strove to encourage them to find their way out of 

poverty. During our on-site interview, Nancy spoke about this. 

It’s like, you see those memes all the time on Facebook on education and stuff like, 
“discipline your child before the system does it.” I saw that once, and it just hit me, I’m 
like, because, oh my God just, knowing that, one day I can hear about this. No thanks, 
especially at this area. There’s some gang stuff around here too, and like, I don’t want to 
see any of those kids on [street name redacted] Street. Take a drive down there, that’s 
where the shelter is, and you’re gonna see a lot of homeless and, some of the kids from 
the shelters would tell me there’s a security guard in the women’s shelter there to make 
sure [the homeless] don’t come in, cause safety of the women and children. 
 
This [school] is where they learn half of their skills to become a... <searches for word> 
what’s the word I’m looking for? You know, a functioning adult.... I mean, you see this 
whole thing about “adulting?” Not hard, come on, it’s.... get tough. <laughs> 
 
That’s what I’m trying to do for these kids, because, some of them look like they just 
settle. And it’s heartbreaking, cause it’s like... that’s all that they have, and, you know, 
my librarian even told one kid one time before, “you wanna get out of the ghetto? Get out 
of the ghetto.” I mean, “you wanna get out of it? Get out of it yourself. That’s what I did; 
I wanted to get off the island, I got off the island.” (On-site interview, 04/13/2018) 
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Lydia in the South 

Loving Children 

Like Nancy, when I asked Lydia to tell me her favorite part of her job, she replied 

enthusiastically, “oh, it’s just unequivocally the kids” (Skype interview, 04/03/2018). 

You know, it’s just fun, I’m just a big kid anyway, you know. I’m not a functional adult 
in the adult world of things and, I mean, I am but, I’m not, you know? I would much 
rather, if you gave me a choice of, like, standing around the water cooler talking to adults, 
or playing with kids, I’d be like, “well, I’ll be over here.” [with the kids] But, you know 
how it is. You guys enjoy the water cooler; I might dump a cup on my head and go play 
with the kids. You know, whenever I go out on the playground or something, if I have 
time to, like, help other teachers, you know, the other teachers sit around the table and 
talk, and I’m, like, on the swing set, you know, like, I just love anything to do with kids 
and anything to do with music. It’s so cool when they get stuff and when they work hard 
for things and to change their fixed mindsets. Like, I feel like my room is one of the few 
places where they can actually feel the growth mindset and see it happening to 
themselves.... especially like, you know, my kid, you know, he is very fixed. He has a 
very fixed mindset, but when you, in music, they can actually, like, hear themselves 
getting better. (Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
When I asked Lydia what she felt her most important responsibilities were as an 

elementary music teacher, she emphasized the importance of teaching her students to have 

empathy for others. I posed a follow up question to Lydia asking her to recount an instance when 

she taught her students to have empathy for others. 

I also feel like I have a big responsibility to teach empathy through music, to teach 
teamwork and cooperation because, they need it, and they just need it. They don’t get it 
other places and with the curriculum the classroom teachers are expected to follow, and 
how much they have to squeeze in, they just don’t have time to deal with it. 
 
There have been several [instances of teaching empathy] ...... I taught By the Waters of 
Babylon. I’ve taught that [song] to my 5th or 6th grade now, I guess, when they were in 
3rd grade, and we talked about slavery, and we talked about different kinds of slavery, 
and how that song was written about, y’know, the Jews and then it was used in African-
American spirituals and Caribbean slavery, and we talked about slavery around the 
world, that it wasn’t just, like, an American problem cause a lot of them honestly don’t 
realize that slaves were ever anywhere else, or that there are still slaves today. And we 
talked about the significance of the words and, like, how you would sing if you weren’t at 
home. And one kid came up to me, I guess last year, and said there was a [new] kid that 
had moved here from somewhere else and [Lydia’s student] saw [the new kid] one day 
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after school just sitting, and he was just.... looked so upset and crying and [Lydia’s 
student] said [to Lydia], “yeah, I really thought about that song and being away from 
home, and I went over there and talked to [the new kid] ... and, y’know, now we’re really 
good friends.” ..... But the lyrics of that song really connected him to that moment. (On-
site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia expressed a strong belief that children should be treated kindly, like adults, and that 

their feelings should be taken as seriously as those of adults. She also spoke about her belief that 

adults should listen to children’s opinions and perspectives before getting angry at them. 

I also, like, think adults don’t always treat kids like we want to be treated, and I feel like a 
lotta times we treat kids, like dogs ...... like, you know, we’ll yell at them for doing 
something that if we did, it’d be fine. Like, if we [adults] walked over to a tray of cookies 
and got a cookie, nobody would say a word, even if somebody thought it was wrong that 
you did that, they wouldn’t come up to you and say anything about it. But a kid does it, or 
you know, just like, if my dog went up to the table and got something off the table, 
y’know...... smack him on the nose and yell at him, you know, if a kid does it, we, we act 
like it’s the end of the world, and I think a lot of times as adults we just kinda forget that 
kids are human, and we should treat them.... just like us... and so, I try to, as much as 
possible, I try to emulate that too, just like, listen to their opinions...... let them explain 
before I get upset, you know? (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 

 

Providing Children’s Needs 

Because Lydia’s school was a Title I school, many of her students came from low-

income households. Lydia described some of the basic needs that her students often lacked, such 

as properly fitting clothes, meals between Friday afternoon and Monday morning, and adult 

supervision during the weekends. One community service organization in Lydia’s town provided 

funds to purchase fuel bags for students living in households beneath a specified income bracket, 

and these fuel bags contained enough food for the child to make it through the weekend until he 

or she came back to school and could once again access free or reduced breakfast and lunch. 

Lydia also spoke about some students who experienced difficulties getting to the school for 

evening performances. One situation she described involved a 5th-grade student who was at 
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home desperately trying to wake his father so he could ask him to drive him to school to 

participate in the program that evening. 

One of the hardest moments, is [when] I had a kid that was just awesome in our 5th-grade 
show, and he didn’t show up to the night performance, and he came to school the next 
day and said, “I’m so sorry I couldn’t come.” He said, “my dad wouldn’t get off the 
couch. He had passed out, and so I started throwing things around the house, and I broke 
everything in the living room and he didn’t wake up.” He had broken the TV; he had 
broken... lamps, I mean, just trying to wake his dad up so his dad would bring him. 
(Skype interview, 04/03/2018) 
 
Lydia told me about teachers at her school who worked together to provide some of the 

basic necessities their students needed. 

In general, like, I..... we kind of all do it as teachers, but we’ll take turns there getting 
clothes for kids who need them or, you know, kinda not make a big deal out of it, 
y’know, we just kinda do it, throw them in their backpack when they’re not looking, and 
then they get home “oh, look! I’ve got new clothes!” You know, and we just don’t even 
really talk about it; it’s just kinda something that happens for them. (Skype interview, 
04/03/2018) 
 
Besides providing for her students living in poverty, Lydia had also helped students with 

special needs in her school. She mentioned how her mother’s best friend had a daughter with 

autism, and because Lydia was approximately the same age as this daughter and had interacted 

extensively with her, she became accustomed to working with people with that particular 

difference. Lydia then spoke about how these earlier interactions in her life motivated her later to 

work with a former student with autism at her school. 

I had [an] autistic boy—he’s in either 7th or 8th grade now—he was a mute, well, he’s 
still pretty much nonverbal, but he was very nonverbal and violent, his first year here in 
3rd grade; so much so that they had to pull him out of all classes, and he was individually 
instructed all day. He was not allowed to be around other kids because he was dangerous; 
he would throw chairs and bite, and it was bad. And then his second year here, I 
requested that he be.... I gave up one of my planning periods, and asked that I have a 
class with him, just, you know, just me and him, and so he would come in here [music 
room] and we did a lot of different kinds of things. But he ultimately learned to play 
piano decently well. I was trying to...... my goal was to increase his dexterity, for motor 
control, for like, typing and that kind of thing, so we worked on piano, but he was able to 
read notes and to play with two hands by the end of 5th grade. So, I was able to have a 
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class with him by himself [during] 4th grade, and in 5th grade, it was him and one 
other...... we had another kid that wasn’t nearly as severe. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
One result of Lydia working extensively with this student one-on-one, was that she and 

the student developed a strong personal bond. The next year, after the student had moved on to 

6th grade at a different campus, Lydia was again able to provide comfort to him on a difficult 

day. 

Also, like, I got him to where he could.... he had a favorite stuffed animal bear and he 
would show me how he was feeling with the bear, and I would play on the guitar, play on 
the piano, whatever emotion he was showing, and so he would start to tell stories with the 
bear and use the bear to kinda act out his feelings, and when he was in 6th grade, one day 
the special ed. teacher called me and said, “[student with autism] just got to school, and 
he’s crying, and it is huge tears rolling down his face, and he keeps saying ‘music bear, 
music bear, music bear,’” and so I got the principal to cover my class, and I took the bear, 
and we went over there, and like, took him the bear, I was just like, “here, it is yours, this 
is your bear now,” y’know..... and, like, just because it made him functional, you know? 
(On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 

Protecting Children 

Another experience with this same student with autism illustrated Lydia’s innate desire to 

protect children. 

He [student with autism] was a beater, like, he would start hitting his head on the wall or 
the floor, and this floor is concrete, and so I would, like, the first time he did it, he got 
like, where I thought he was gonna kill himself, I mean, he was, his head, he had a big 
old bruise, he was bleeding, it was awful, and I threw my body, like, between him and the 
floor, to try to save him, and he was beating his head against my..... it hurt so, y’know, 
but it was not easy, but I would still rather him not die, and so, I took a very nice pillow 
and put it on a yardstick and duct-taped it there, so I could stick it between his head 
<nervous laugh> and whatever he was hitting it on.... the Pillow Stick.... that’s mine.... 
you can’t steal it <laughs> copyright. <laughs more> (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
 

Showing Concern for the Future and Well-being of Children 

Lydia described using her music class as a platform for demonstrating her genuine 

concern for the future and well-being of her students. She strove to widen their perspectives by 
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helping them understand the world outside their small, rural community, and she used her music 

instruction to build perseverance and grit in her students. 

I have some temple bells that I use, like, as a signal, when it’s time to switch activities, 
you know, and I explained to them that they’re used in the Buddhist culture and the 
Buddhist religion and they’re like, “wait, there’s another religion?” .... cause most of 
them, you know, start to see, you’re lucky to know the difference between a Jew and a 
Christian, like, you talk about Buddhism, that’s a whole .... and so, I say, “okay, well, 
y’know, Buddhism, Buddhists believe that there is a God, just like we do, and most 
theologists”—and I tell them what a theologist is—"believe it’s the same God, it’s just a 
different way to worship them. And they believe that everything has a life force and that 
we’re all connected; so, if you were Buddhist, and you saw a spider, you wouldn’t squash 
that spider because that life force is connected to your life force.... so, it’s a very peaceful 
way to live,” and they think about it, and they say, “well, we like that idea,” or you know, 
or some’ll say, “well, I still don’t like spiders” .... like, “you never have to like spiders, 
but you can make other choices. You can leave the room; you can, you know, use a piece 
of paper and take it outside, or, y’know to get it out of your space; there’s other choices 
besides killing the spider.” And they just think about the other paths instead of 
immediately the one that gives them the satisfaction first. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 

Lydia continued: 

I mean, you might see a person that you don’t like, and you might wanna walk up to that 
person and slap them, but, you have other choices. And .... it just makes them think about 
this whole world, cause in [town name redacted], there’s a lot of these kids that never left 
here, and they never will, you know, their parents want them to stay here. They don’t 
want us telling them about, great things in the world, because, they want them to stay and 
take care of them when they’re older. And so, I kinda feel like it’s my responsibility to 
make sure they do know... <laughing> and, to make sure that, like, they can think outside 
of the soapbox that they’re.... where they’re being taught and to listen and understand 
people, but also to understand that, when something comes from a certain point of view, 
it doesn’t make it true for everybody. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 
 
Lydia also spoke about the misconception in her school community that music was easy 

and that if kids were smart in one area, such as math, that they were naturally good at music. In 

Lydia’s opinion, this perception had led some of her students to experience perfectionism, which 

caused them to give up and quit when their first attempts at a complex task were too difficult to 

accomplish perfectly the first time. Lydia wanted her students to overcome the need to be perfect 

so they could overcome similar challenges when they were older and to be able to face these 
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challenges as mature adults who possessed perseverance. This particular desire was one of many 

reasons why Lydia had expressed so much frustration about her students being kept in their 

classroom by their teachers instead of coming to music at their scheduled time. 

Once I get them here and they start trying, they realize there is a way for them to be 
successful, cause a lot of those kids are the high, high kids, who, yes, they can do music, 
and yes, they think that it’s gonna be easy for them because they’re good at math, or 
they’ve been told that, y’know, people tell them, “oh, but you’re good at math, you 
should be great at music,” and it’s like, yeah, but that coordination thing.... is a thing, and 
if it doesn’t, if the coordination isn’t there, then you’re gonna struggle. But like, [to] 
finally get that kid, to find something they can do.... is.... I had a kid, took me 3 years to 
find something he could do, cause he would quit, every time he would touch something, 
he would just quit, and finally in 5th grade, I got him to play the steady beat on the 
cowbell, and that was...... he is the smartest kid in his class, and that steady beat was all 
he could do. He loved me....... he loved music...... he hated participating in music, cause 
he could not mess up and have it be okay. So, anyway, but I think those are the kids that 
need to be here more than any others. (On-site interview, 04/18/2018) 

 

Courtney in the Midwest 

Loving Children 

During our on-site interview, Courtney experienced a small personal epiphany related to 

how much her innate desire to work with children compared with how much she preferred to 

teach music above other subjects. Later, she relayed this experience to Nancy, Lydia, and Beth 

during the online focus group discussion. 

One of the questions Michael asked me in our interview, after he watched me teach all 
day, was “what motivates you, the children, or the music?” and I, it was like, eye-opening 
for me, Michael, I’ve never thought of that before, and I’m there for the kids, like, I love 
teaching music too, but I love the kids, and I think that is the heart of why I wake up in 
the morning and go to school. Sounds kinda sappy, doesn’t it? <inaudible> Oh, sounds 
kinda <everyone laughs in support> I know, but, it’s so important to me to be with 
children, and the fact that I get to make music with them is just, like, icing on the cake. 
(Online focus group, 05/01/2018) 
 
On the Wednesday I visited her school, Courtney told me that even if she could not teach 

music, she would still want to work with children because of her love for them. 
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I guess, and this is strange, because I’ve never said this out loud, I think it’s... I just 
wanna work with kids, and I happen to love music, but, if music teacher position was not 
a thing, if it was not there, I think I’d still be in a classroom. I actually got my master’s 
degree in elementary education just in case music is cut sometime [so] I can still be with 
the kids. I really like.... I really like kids. I think they’re hilarious. <chuckles> I think I’m 
patient enough to work with them. (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) 
 

Providing Children’s Needs 

Many students in Courtney’s school also came from low-income households and 

struggled with meeting basic necessities. When she could, Courtney intervened or talked to her 

colleagues who could provide help to those students in need. 

Some of my students come to school in the same clothes a lot; some of them seem a little 
bit dirty, like they haven’t taken a bath, so I talk to the classroom teacher about that, and 
they make phone calls home, or if something’s really bad, I talk to the social worker. But, 
it’s not, like, it’s not too bad, but there are some students that stick out that they need 
some extra help. If I feel like there’s a big concern, I’ll talk to their classroom teacher and 
we’ll kind of team up from there, but I don’t have anything in my classroom for them. 
(Skype interview, 04/25/2018) 
 
Courtney explained that, at her school, Title I funding provided free breakfast, free lunch, 

and a morning snack for every student every school day. 

 

Protecting Children 

Courtney did not discuss or write about any issues or experiences specifically related to 

protecting children. 

 

Showing Concern for the Future and Well-being of Children 

Like Nancy, Courtney mentioned wanting her students to develop successful life skills 

through teaching them manners and respect for one another. She spoke about her desire to “grow 
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children” (On-site interview, 04/25/2018) by helping them develop their social skills with one 

another at school through modeling and discussing appropriate ways to interact. 

They’ve never been to school before until elementary school; a lot of these students don’t 
go to preschool, so they walk into the doors.... in kindergarten; they don’t know what 
school is.... so, I’m trying to teach them.... this is our school, you need to listen, but you 
can also be creative. It’s a safe environment.... I feel like I spend a lot of time teaching 
behavior.... at the beginning of the year; they were pulling each other’s hands... I said, 
“that’s not respectful,” and we modeled that; I have to model for students, “oh, I bumped 
you, so look at their eyes, and say, ‘Michael, I’m sorry I bumped you’ and then the other 
student will say, ‘that’s okay.’” and then we can move on. I spend a lot of time doing 
that—not so much now—but in September, October, November.... I think it’s important, 
so I’m growing people; I’m growing musicians, and, hopefully instilling a love of music 
into them along the way. (Skype interview, 04/08/2018) 
 
To accomplish the goal of developing successful life skills with her single section of fifth 

grade—a class whose behavior had often caused her frustration—Courtney led a discussion 

activity about what respectful behavior meant in music class. 

I ran a restorative circle with my 5th-graders this week. We passed a ball around the 
circle and the students answered the question, “What does respect look and sound like in 
music class?” Most students took this activity seriously and had thoughtful answers. I 
also introduced them to the raffle, where each student adds their name to the drawing for 
demonstrating respectful behavior. I made sure to compliment the toughest students who 
were listening, and they added their name to the raffle twice. At the end of class, I pulled 
a name. That student got to have lunch with a friend in the music room. I let them play 
the piano, drums, and explore the other instruments. This was a positive experience. I 
actually got through our entire lesson plan! I am wondering if the students will respond as 
strongly to the raffle next week. (Journal 3, 04/20/2018) 

 

Beth in the Northeast 

Loving Children 

Just like Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney, Beth also asserted her strong love of children and 

her desire to see them grow. This was her response when I asked her what she liked best about 

teaching at her school. 

I really love my students, I really love the, I love the students and the families. I feel like 
there’s a need that I fill. I think they need, like, emotionally, there’s something that I can 
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provide for them, and artistically, there’s something that I can provide to them that is not 
being fulfilled in any other way in the curriculum and in their day. And, you know, like, I 
can see it with my daughter whose favorite day of the week is Wednesday when she has 
music, and you know, when you realize that, like, and it’s not gonna be every kid, and I 
know it’s not every kid who’s like, “woo-hoo! It’s music day!” But like, when I walk to 
school in the morning, kids—and, cause I’m always late—like, I’m usually walking with 
families on the way to school and then the kids are like “I walked with you!” and they’re 
so excited, and then they’re like, “we have music today,” or like, the parents, you can 
hear them going, “oh, that’s lâoshī” [Chinese for teacher] and you can hear them talking 
about “that’s the teacher.” You know like, I know through their faces and their eyes and 
their tone, how, like, how much they are enjoying coming to see me and to be in my 
class. And I don’t think it’s me personally, but I do think it’s...... and I really love seeing 
them grow. I just find that, like, and I tell them this regularly, “I am the luckiest teacher 
because I’m going to have you from when you’re [in] kindergarten to 3rd grade!” (Skype 
interview, 04/05/2018) 

 

Providing Children’s Needs 

Although Beth’s school was designated Title I, the economic challenges that most of her 

students had experienced did not always involve basic necessities like food and clothing. 

However, Beth had encountered a number of students who, nevertheless, came to school hungry. 

I think it’s weird because you wouldn’t expect, like, when you see my students you don’t 
see that they are struggling at home.... financially. Like, they come well dressed, they are, 
I don’t find them to act hungry, but they do take advantage of the free and reduced lunch, 
but, like, some of my students; I have two students who are in and out of homeless 
shelters and, like, those kids, like, it’s a brother and a sister, and those kids come hungry, 
and then they come late because they’re commuting from [suburb name redacted], and 
then they’re hungry, and they’re moody because of it, and like, I know other teachers who 
have full classes of kids, like that, which I, you know, I don’t have, but when I’m dealing 
with those particular students, like, I make sure that they are having a snack, or make sure 
that they are telling their families, or their teachers that they haven’t eaten, and I think 
sometimes that they don’t.... want to tell the teachers what they need... and so, I don’t 
think this is my music teacher role, but I’ve been helping them, because I have first 
period prep. I’m usually, like, in the building wandering around instead of prepping for 
my day, but, like, I just, you know, getting kids off to class and making sure they’re in 
class and making sure they’ve grabbed free breakfast on the way and then telling them, 
like, “hey, if you’re late, make sure your teacher knows what you need,” because I know 
that little kids just don’t do that, and they’re not used to it, and so, I’ve been helping them 
kind of to self-advocate for that. 
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Beth explained that a typical challenge many of her Chinese students experienced at 

home was a lack of supervision and structure because both parents were usually working long 

hours to make ends meet. Sometimes her students were supervised at home by their 

grandparents, and the grandparents were rarely able to go outside with their grandchildren while 

they played. A result of this was too many students spending lengthy amounts of time on devices 

indoors. 

The breaks are hard for my students, like, I wanna make sure that, like, when I emailed 
you about, what I had wanted to do for the break, I wanna make sure that kids know that 
there are things that they can do at home that are not just in front of the television or their 
iPads, because that’s a giant problem we have in our community, where kids are under-
supervised. And they’re just, they’re just at home more with grandparents, and 
grandparents are not able to kind of bring them out of the house and do things that we 
know kids need.... playing outdoors and getting out of their apartment complexes, and.... 
I’ve, it’s not...everybody, but it’s a lot of them, so, they’re on iPads way too much. Both 
parents are working, and both parents are working...like, a lot of hours. Like, they 
really.... and some of our families, the parents work out of town, and so, like, some of my 
students were going to [city name redacted], they were going out of state or upstate to 
where their parents run Chinese restaurants, or where they have their stores so, it’s hard; 
<exasperated laugh> it’s hard on them, and so, like, these changes I was just trying to, 
like, talk to them about what they could do at home instead of.... or make sure like, “hey, 
you know, like, Carnegie Hall has a web site you can go to instead of being on your 
games,” so, I think it’s just about, like, knowing that they’re gonna be on this technology 
anyway and then, like, giving them musical options, or giving them just more educational 
options because, you know, that’s just their reality. (Skype interview, 04/05/2018) 

 

Protecting Children 

Keeping her students safe from harm was very important to Beth. In one of her journal 

entries, she wrote about a situation involving one kindergarten boy who had likely been 

physically abused at home. She assisted the student’s distraught homeroom teacher by helping 

her report the incident to appropriate school officials. Then, Beth volunteered to watch the rest of 

the kindergarten teacher’s class while the teacher took care of the student who needed help. 

I had an extra period and I went to a colleague’s room to borrow a laminator and was met 
by a frantic kindergarten colleague who was dealing with a student with a scabbed over 
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fat lip. The student had claimed that his Dad had hit him the night before at bedtime and 
this veteran teacher was faced with the predicament of investigating the claims and—as a 
mandated reporter—calling child protective services. She asked if I could go with the 
student and ask him to retell the story (he stuck by his story every time he retold it), and I 
wound up bringing him to the nurse and finding the Assistant Principal and going back to 
the kindergarten classroom and relieving my colleague who needed to go with the child.  
This was an extremely distressing situation, but I was grateful to know that my colleague 
trusted me enough to help deal with this directly and indirectly. (Journal 5, 05/04/18) 
 

Showing Concern for the Future and Well-being of Children 

According to Beth, her concerns for the future and well-being of her students centered 

mostly around what she hoped to accomplish with them as their language through music teacher. 

I really want all kids to know that they are music makers and that they are creators of 
music, and not just consumers of music, and not just.... I don’t want any kid who has 
talent, like, to feel the way I did for so long. I felt like, I had so many music teachers tell 
me, “oh, you’re good,” but like, I didn’t feel they really meant it, and I didn’t feel like I 
could do what they did... and I can. I’m still not a music teacher who sits behind a piano 
and plays, but, I’ve learned to bring what I am to music teaching, and I want all kids to 
know that, even if they’re not gonna be a music teacher, they—I don’t want them all to 
be music teachers—I want them to know that they can make music and be a doctor, I 
mean, like, all my friends who are... programmers and lawyers and whatever they do and 
that they’re not necessarily going to be in a choir, like, I want them to be able to dance at 
their wedding, and I want them to be able to clap along with the baseball games, y’know, 
at a baseball game, so all of those things are important to me, but I really do want them to 
see themselves as.... creators. (On-site interview, 04/24/2018) 

 

Summary of Findings for Research Question 4 

Four prominent categories coalesced under the theme nurture and care for children: (a) 

loving children; (b) providing children’s needs; (c) protecting children; and (d) showing concern 

for the future and well-being of children. All four participants overwhelmingly confirmed their 

love for children as having strongly influenced their decisions to continue in their current 

positions as elementary general music teachers. This love of children included genuine interest in 

seeing them grow and progress into successful adults. Both Nancy and Courtney affirmed that, if 

they were not able to be elementary music teachers, they would still continue to be teachers. 
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However, because music was their passion, teaching was that much more fun. Nancy, Lydia, and 

Beth discussed their desires to follow their students’ growth over the years, both musically and 

emotionally. Lydia emphasized the importance of teaching children empathy and treating them 

with the same dignity and consideration that adults typically received. 

Since all four participants’ schools were designated Title I, the students at each school 

had often experienced issues related to inadequate basic necessities like food, clothing, and 

supervision. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all discussed ways that their respective school 

staffs worked together to help their students have better access to these necessities. While Title I 

funding helped children by providing free or reduced lunch at school, many students needed 

extra help with food to last them over the weekend until they could make it back to school. Other 

students needed help with clothing that fit properly or additional clothing, so they did not have to 

wear the same clothes several days in a row. Other issues included children having access to 

transportation both to and from school for evening performances and adequate supervision at 

home, so they could go outside to play or engage with their devices at home in more 

educationally beneficial ways. 

Nancy, Lydia, and Beth all conveyed stories that emphasized a desire to protect children 

by keeping them safe from harm. Nancy spoke of her resolve to protect her students if faced with 

an active shooter; Lydia developed an innovative idea to protect her student from injuring 

himself; and Beth worked with a colleague to report a potential incident of child abuse. All four 

participants expressed their concern for the future and well-being of their students. Although 

Nancy portrayed tough love on the exterior, she expressed how her heart was soft on the inside 

for her students, and she worried about them being in situations of poverty surrounded by crime, 

homelessness, and gang activity. She encouraged them to take responsibility for themselves and 
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their actions, so they could become functioning adults. Lydia strove to expand the perspectives 

of her students, so they could see possibilities that lay beyond their rural community. She also 

wanted her students to acquire the skill of seeing points of view that were different from their 

own. Courtney continually tried to develop manners and respect in her students through 

modeling and thoughtful discussion. Finally, Beth wanted to make music accessible to her 

students, however it suited them best, and not from a perspective of wanting them to become 

professional musicians. She wanted them to feel like creators when they grew up. 

The following four statements that each participant shared during the online focus group 

discussion encapsulated their respective resolve and commitment to continue teaching 

elementary general music in a Title I setting: 

Being this fifth year in my school and watching these kids go from kindergarten and, my 
first kindergarten kids are 4th grade now, and next year I cannot wait to see them in 5th 
grade, just seeing everything that you’ve done since kinder.... all the way to then, and that 
keeps making me wanna, go back and do it over again, and then getting their siblings, 
because in Hispanic families, they tend to have a lot of siblings, and so I’ll see, like, the 
fifth kid, and it’s like, huh, man I gotta wait for you to get to 5th grade now...... that just 
makes me want to keep coming back and staying where I am. (Nancy, Focus group 
discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 
I feel like there’s so much I don’t know what to do with yet, and then so much that I’m 
not good at yet, y’know? And... being the “type A” highly motivated person that I am, I 
just wanna be better, and I wanna see what the best version of me looks like, and the only 
way to do that, is to keep teaching.... I am in it for a lot of reasons, but I think that’s one, 
like, in terms of how, like, yeah, I just wanna, I’ve already watched myself get so much 
better over the last 6 years in this position and change so much about how I teach and 
how these kids learn, I don’t want that to.... I just feel like it’s gotten so much better over 
6 years, what’s it gonna look like in 24, y’know? There’s only one way to find out! 
(Lydia, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 
This is my eighth year of teaching, and I feel like I’ve gotten a little bit better every year, 
and I don’t wanna stop, and I feel like I’m at the point where I can help younger teachers. 
I have two mentees in my district in their first year of music teaching, and I feel like I 
have enough knowledge that I can help them, and that, like, re-inspires me to keep 
learning... and keep growing, so... I have no intention of stopping, I’m gonna keep getting 
better every year. No one can stop me! (Courtney, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
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I think at this point in my career, I have totally changed that wanting to go back into [an 
arts organization], and so I kinda surprised myself with that, and so I agree with all of 
you, I’m in it for all of the same reasons... I wanna see how much more I can grow, and 
how much more I can help the kids to create, and I think it’s exciting, so, I don’t see 
myself going anywhere. And my husband, too, works in my town, so we both are—and 
he’s a teacher. But, we both kind of are committed to our area, so I don’t think we’re 
going anywhere! (Beth, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Following a restatement of the purpose of the study, I include a discussion addressing the 

connections between the findings and related literature. I then contextualize the findings using 

the theoretical frameworks. In the final two sections, I present a summary of the conclusions 

followed by implications and recommendations for future research. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to investigate early-career elementary general music 

teacher longevity in Title I schools located in each of four select regions of the United States. 

The central research question guiding the study was: How did early-career elementary general 

music teachers in Title I schools describe the opportunities and challenges that contributed to 

their decisions to continue teaching? I used the following four sub-questions to guide the 

investigation more specifically by applying Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination 

and Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care as theoretical frameworks: 

1. How did the participants perceive their autonomy when describing experiences

related to scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, input into decision

making, funding, teaching environment, and being evaluated, and how did these

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?

2. How did the participants perceive their competence when describing experiences

related to career preparation, classroom management, professional development, and

work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to continue

teaching?
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3. How did the participants perceive their relatedness when describing experiences 

associated with professional networking, mentoring, relationships with colleagues and 

administrators, and the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these 

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

4. How did the participants perceive their ethic of care when describing feelings and 

experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and how did these 

feelings and experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching? 

 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Theme: Teacher Autonomy 

With Research Question 1, I asked, “How did the participants perceive their autonomy 

when describing experiences related to scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, 

input into decision making, funding, teaching environment, and being evaluated, and how did 

these experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?” In answer to Research Question 1, 

I found that two of the four participants, Nancy and Beth, reported mostly positive experiences 

related to these categories, making it unlikely they would decide to leave their current school due 

to a lack of teacher autonomy. Courtney and Lydia, however, recounted mostly negative 

experiences when discussing these categories. Although Lydia had not yet chosen to leave her 

school, she had become increasingly frustrated with issues relating to her sense of autonomy, and 

if they were not resolved, it was increasingly likely that she might move or leave the field to 

pursue other opportunities. Courtney had already decided to transfer from her school to another 

school in her district. Issues related to her sense of teacher autonomy were likely, in part, reasons 

for this decision. However, Courtney had consistently expressed her strong commitment to 



186 
 

continuing to teach elementary general music. 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth expressed mixed feelings and experiences related to 

their teaching schedules, class sizes, and level of administrator support. Courtney consistently 

spoke about her perceived lack of administrator support, which may have contributed to her 

decision to change schools the next year. Courtney and Nancy reported sometimes having class 

sizes that were too large, especially in the intermediate grades (3–5), which made instrumental 

activities difficult because of an inadequate quantity of instruments. In fact, during my on-site 

visits to their respective schools, I observed Courtney and Nancy teaching lessons with large 

class sizes and too few Orff instruments. This meant that a majority of the students had to wait 

for various periods of time before it was once again their turn to play an instrument. Both 

Courtney and Nancy implemented non-instrument musical tasks for the students to perform 

while singing and waiting for their next turn on an instrument. Lydia shared her frustration with 

having to use part of her instructional time to walk her classes to and from music class. She was 

most frustrated, however, with how classroom teachers at her school were often permitted to 

keep their students from coming to music class as a way to allow them to complete work they 

were supposed to have finished already. Although all four participants had decided to continue 

teaching, even though Courtney was transferring schools, these experiences were similar to those 

documented in research, such as inadequate administrator support, large class sizes, and student 

removal from class for non-music-related subjects, as contributing factors to increasing teacher 

attrition (Dempsey, 2009; Docker, 2012; Hancock, 2003, 2008, 2016; Kuntzelman, 2016; 

Russell, 2012). 

Another factor cited by researchers as having contributed to higher rates of teacher 

attrition has been a lack of autonomy and minimal opportunity to contribute to campus decision 
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making (Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011, Ingersoll et al., 2014; Whitener et al., 1997). 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all stated that, when it came to the curricula, materials, and 

pedagogical approaches they preferred, their administrators were almost exclusively hands-off 

and did not interfere with how each participant wanted to teach music. When it came to campus 

decision making, Nancy and Beth both reported serving on their campus leadership committees, 

where they both felt it was possible to contribute to some campus decisions. Lydia and Courtney, 

however, confirmed the opposite at their schools. They were seldom asked to provide any input 

into campus decisions. In fact, Lydia was not permitted to assign report card grades to her 

students for music class because this task was done by the school secretary. 

Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney reported no issues with administrators micromanaging their 

teaching. One possible reason for this was the fact that music is rarely, if ever, included on state 

standardized accountability tests, which may explain why many principals have few to no 

opinions about music teaching techniques and practices. Furthermore, Nancy, Courtney, and 

Beth spoke of their belief that their principals were wholly unfamiliar with music as a discipline. 

In Beth’s view, her administrators’ prior lack of understanding regarding how music should be 

taught resulted in her receiving poor evaluations for two consecutive years. This situation almost 

caused her to leave her job were it not for the relevant professional development she received 

that subsequently helped her learn to implement best practices for music teaching. Through this 

professional development, she also attained the necessary vocabulary to advocate for the use of 

these music teaching practices to her principals. 

Nancy, Courtney, and Beth all confirmed that they had no dedicated yearly budget for 

music at their schools. Lydia had a minimal yearly budget based on school enrollment numbers 

that she and her other specialist colleagues were required to share. They had to spend this money 
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each school year because it could not be rolled over to the next. Despite this lack of funding, all 

four teachers had found ways to acquire what they needed. Nancy appealed to her administrators 

to receive a $2,000 set of tubano drums paid for with funds raised by the school carnival; Lydia 

had written numerous grants outside her community that resulted in her being able to purchase 

several drums and Orff instruments; Courtney was able to advocate to her music coordinator or 

her school PTA when she really needed something; and Beth had been successful at finding 

funding from her city, her school district, her principal, and her PTA. As has been documented in 

past research, these efforts demonstrated how resilient teachers are sometimes intrinsically 

motivated to act by taking charge and solving problems (Beltman, Mansfield, & Price, 2011; 

Howard & Johnson, 2004; Patterson, Collins, & Abbot, 2004). 

 

Theme: Teacher Competence 

With Research Question 2, I asked, “How did the participants perceive their competence 

when describing experiences related to career preparation, classroom management, professional 

development, and work–life balance, and how did these experiences affect their decisions to 

continue teaching?” In answer to Research Question 2, I found that Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and 

Beth all reported mostly positive experiences when considering their sense of teacher 

competence. Considering this, it was unlikely that any of the four would leave their current 

teaching position due to issues related to their teacher competence. 

None of the four participants in the present study had initially chosen to become 

elementary general music teachers upon graduating from college. Beth had not even planned to 

become a teacher at all. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth recalled their stressful early 

experiences teaching elementary music. Courtney described feeling totally unprepared at the 
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beginning of her career because of having had no preparation for teaching elementary music 

during her undergraduate studies. Lydia also expressed how she lacked adequate practical 

experience during her undergraduate teacher preparation. Then, after entering the field as a 

general music teacher, she subsequently experienced two negative situations within two years 

involving school district tenure and hiring practices. Lydia explained how these experiences had 

jaded her outlook on school hiring policies. Nancy’s first position was an itinerant job that took 

her to several schools. This job simultaneously served as the setting for her elementary music 

student teaching, but she described how this one-year position allowed her to try new ideas in 

different schools while she received guidance from her cooperating teacher and university 

supervisor. All four participants expressed either negative satisfaction with some aspect of their 

undergraduate teacher preparation or described facing unexpected challenges upon entering the 

field. Fantilli and McDougal (2005) suggested specific improvements to teacher preparation 

programs that could help some preservice teachers become better prepared for the true realities 

of teaching while also providing more opportunities for practical experience. Some of these 

included helping preservice teachers develop strategies for long–range planning, report card 

writing, and classroom management. Fantilli and McDougal asserted, however, that many 

challenges faced by novice teachers are beyond the influence of teacher preparation programs. 

Three of the four participants often expressed similar concerns about their challenges 

with classroom management, but Nancy and Courtney had the most to say. Nancy often 

struggled with student misbehavior and sometimes experienced disrespect from some students, 

especially older boys in the intermediate grades (3–5). However, she stated that her 

administrators tended to support her even though they did not notify her about how issues were 

resolved. On the other hand, Courtney, who taught Grades K–2 and one section of 5th grade, 
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seldom experienced disrespect from her younger students, but she stated that she continually 

dealt with their misbehavior and lack of focus during instruction. Unlike Nancy, Courtney felt 

that she did not have the support of her principal because he would not discipline students whom 

she had referred to the office. Courtney often expressed frustration with this problem, and it was 

likely one of several factors contributing to her decision to change schools. Courtney’s 

frustration confirms earlier findings that student discipline and classroom management issues 

have been reported as contributing factors to teacher attrition (Darling-Hammond et al., 2016; 

Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Whitener et al., 1997), especially when combined with a 

lack of administrator support (Ingersoll, 2004). 

Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all spoke extensively about the value of participating 

in relevant, music-specific professional development, confirming earlier findings that music 

teachers expressed a strong need for music-related professional development (Tarnowski & 

Murphy, 2002). All four participants had proactively connected with and engaged in professional 

development of this kind. Among the possibilities available to them were workshops, local and 

national conferences, and summer courses. These opportunities were readily available and 

accessible to Nancy, Courtney, and Beth because of their close proximity to large urban centers. 

Nancy expressed her concern, though, about being able to pay the tuition and fees out-of-pocket 

for some of her professional development activities, but she had also found ways to take 

advantage of tuition discounts. Because of Lydia’s rural location, she was compelled to put forth 

greater effort in added time, costs, and sometimes a reduction in pay to take advantage of 

professional development opportunities. 

Researchers have noted how excessive workloads, too many non-teaching duties, and a 

work–life imbalance are often contributing factors to teacher attrition including music teacher 
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attrition (Goldring et al., 2014, Haberman, 2005; Hancock, 2016; Kuntzelman, 2016). These 

three contributing factors were most apparent with Lydia, who had an uninterrupted planning 

period only three days each week. In addition to this, she was responsible for managing a 

campus-wide online learning platform for language arts and math for which she had to create 

usernames and passwords for every student. Lydia spoke of how time-consuming this task was, 

how it took much of her already minimal planning time, and how she refused to work on it 

during after-school hours. After having felt overwhelmed during her first 2 to 3 years of 

teaching, Courtney reported finally reaching a positive work–life balance in which she did larger 

curricular planning during the summer and short-term planning during her daily prep periods. 

She tried to avoid taking work home in the evenings or working during the weekends, especially 

because she was an expectant mother. 

 

Theme: Teacher Relatedness 

With Research Question 3, I asked, “How did the participants perceive their relatedness 

when describing experiences associated with professional networking, mentoring, relationships 

with colleagues and administrators, and the sense of feeling valued by others, and how did these 

experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?” In answer to Research Question 3, I 

found that both Nancy and Beth perceived their sense of teacher relatedness as mostly positive. It 

was unlikely that either of them would choose to leave their current teaching position in the near 

future due to issues associated with teacher relatedness. Lydia, however, reported experiences 

that were mostly negative. While she had not declared an intention to leave her school, Lydia 

confirmed that, if these negative experiences continued, it was increasingly likely she would 

leave the field or try to find a new school. Courtney reported mixed experiences when reflecting 
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on her sense of teacher relatedness. Some of the issues she described may have been partially 

responsible for her decision to transfer to another school in her district the next year. 

When asked about experiences with professional networking, all four teachers 

consistently recounted positive experiences. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all made use of 

online platforms like email groups, Google Groups, Facebook, and Facebook Messenger to 

connect with other music teachers. Nancy and Courtney both spoke about how their school 

district’s music departments provided an email group their teachers were able to use for making 

recommendations, asking for advice, borrowing instruments and equipment, and sharing lesson 

ideas and repertoire. Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all reported making extensive use of multiple 

Facebook groups for networking. Lydia specifically mentioned how important online 

professional networking was to her because she was not located close to a major urban area and 

was rarely able to connect in person with other music teachers. Their experiences confirm 

research findings that professional networking is likely beneficial for new teachers by helping 

them connect with other professionals in order to seek advice, get support, and share ideas 

(Bobek, 2002; Freedman & Appleman, 2008, 2009; Le Cornu, 2013). 

When asked about their experiences with being mentored, Nancy and Courtney both 

reported positive experiences with mentors when they were beginning teachers. In fact, both of 

them continued to rely on their mentors for advice and ideas long after their formal 

mentor/mentee relationship had ended. Their sentiments seemed to confirm earlier findings that 

mentors help develop teacher longevity (Black, 2004; Fantilli & McDougall, 2005; Maistre & 

Paré, 2010; Santoro, Pietsch, & Borg, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). Lydia, however, 

expressed little value in the interactions she experienced with her school mentor. This contrasted 

findings by Britt-Stevens (2014), who found that having a mentor was particularly beneficial to 
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teachers in rural areas and that mentors were found to be instrumental in improving teacher 

retention and raising overall job satisfaction for rural teachers. Lydia stated that her mentor was 

not familiar with music as a content area because she was an art teacher instead of a music 

teacher. Past research has indicated that first-year teachers with a mentor from the same subject-

area were less likely to move schools or leave the field after their first year (Smith & Ingersoll, 

2004). In spite of not having a mentor from her content area, Lydia still persevered in her job. 

Novice teachers may not be the only ones who benefit from mentoring. Nancy, Lydia, 

and Courtney each expressed a desire to mentor new teachers and expressed a belief that their 

experiences thus far were valuable and could help others. Maistre and Paré (2010) found that 

experienced teachers who decided to be mentors expressed having a feeling of being valued and 

recognized for their level of expertise. Conway and Holcomb (2008) found that music education 

mentor teachers in Title I schools needed mentoring themselves to ensure that they were meeting 

the needs of their mentees. Courtney and Nancy had already begun mentoring new teachers. 

Nancy’s experience was less than positive because the mentee assigned to her would not respond 

to Nancy’s efforts to reach out and provide help. Courtney was assigned two mentees, one of 

whom was consistently responsive and grateful for her help and another who was less 

responsive. When I asked Lydia if she had ever been a mentor, she replied that no one had ever 

asked her but admitted that in her small school, there was no one on her team or at her school she 

could mentor. She expressed to me, however, that she would like to eventually host a student 

teacher in the future. 

The four participants expressed wide-ranging sentiments about the quality of their 

relationships with colleagues and administrators, as well as their beliefs about the importance of 

these relationships to their teacher longevity. Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney expressed similar 
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sentiments that their relationships with colleagues and administrators were somewhat superficial. 

For example, Nancy described cordial relationships with her school colleagues and 

administrators but stated that she did not typically rely on these relationships for support outside 

of school. For the most part, Lydia had positive relationships with her colleagues and 

administrators except during times when she had to advocate to see her students who were kept 

in the classroom by their teacher instead of coming to music class. Lydia also spoke about how 

residents in her community who have lived there for a long time had a tendency to be exclusive 

toward those who were not originally from there. Like Nancy and Lydia, Courtney also reported 

cordial relationships with her colleagues, but few of them involved significant friendship. 

Sometimes she attended dinners organized by the school social committee in order to connect 

with her colleagues on a social level away from school. None of these three participants 

expressed an overwhelming belief that their relationships with colleagues were important to their 

longevity. These experiences offered by Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney seemed to contrast research 

findings reporting on the importance of deeper, significant relationships with colleagues and 

administrators to teacher longevity (Bobek, 2002; Le Cornu, 2013). 

From among the four participants, Beth most often described her collegial relationships 

as being positive. She spoke of the importance of getting along with everyone and of knowing 

what was happening in the personal lives of her colleagues. She described making a sincere 

effort to ask often how they were doing. According to Beth, part of her motivation was her 

limited teaching space and having to push in to several of the grade-level teachers’ homerooms. 

Her building was a multi-level building and traveling from classroom to classroom meant she 

was occasionally a few minutes late coming from a previous class. She recognized how this was 

sometimes inconvenient for her colleagues when they needed to leave the room to do work and 
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had to stay until Beth arrived to teach their class. Despite this, Beth stated that most of her 

colleagues were understanding and that they worked together for the good of all. She described 

other situations, though, when she was often frustrated with the ENL (English as a New 

Language) teachers who shared her teaching space. She said they often had conversations with 

one another while she was teaching a class across the room and that sometimes they left the 

room disheveled, forcing Beth to take time straightening up the room directly before she was 

scheduled to teach. Through sharing these experiences, Beth seemed to indicate that the quality 

of her relationships with colleagues was important to her teacher longevity, which is similar to 

the findings of Bobek (2002) and Le Cornu (2013), who also emphasized the importance of 

collegial relationships to teacher longevity. 

When asked about their sense of feeling valued by colleagues, administrators, and 

parents, as well as how much they believed their music programs were valued, Nancy, Lydia, 

Courtney, and Beth all expressed a mixture of positive and negative experiences. Each of them 

could name a colleague or two whom they felt valued their work as a music teacher and also 

valued music as a subject. Sometimes their colleagues discovered connections between general 

education content and music. One of Lydia’s colleagues even asked her to speak to a group of 

classroom teachers about how the Orff process could be applied to teaching language arts. Beth 

and Nancy each recounted an experience during which they felt they had earned the respect of 

their colleagues who discovered that teaching a song to children was not as easy as they had 

thought. 

When it came to being valued by parents, Lydia and Beth often recalled positive 

experiences, but Nancy and Courtney expressed mostly negative experiences. Lydia had 

connected with parents in her community who had loaned her sound equipment and offered 
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assistance during her student performances. Beth spoke about the warm relationships she 

enjoyed with her parents and the community despite their language barrier. Nancy, however, 

stated that fostering relationships with her parents was often impaired because she did not speak 

Spanish and could not communicate effectively with many of them. However, she made no 

mention of eventually attempting to learn to speak Spanish. Despite this challenge, she had made 

a few personal connections and was able to give advice to parents about their child’s music 

participation in middle school. Courtney spoke and journaled often about how she felt that her 

music program was not valued by the administrators and parents. Her biggest frustration was 

parent behavior during student performances. She recalled how parents socialized and talked on 

their phones while the children were performing on stage. Adding to Courtney’s frustration was 

the fact that her principal would not help her quiet the audience. 

Courtney described a number of experiences that involved an incongruence between her 

cultural expectations and the expectations of her community. Because Arabic was the 

predominant language and culture at her school, Courtney recalled instances when parents did 

not want their children to attend music class during certain religious holidays. This issue, 

however, tended to affect her teaching partner, who taught the older students, more than it 

affected Courtney. For the past four years, Courtney had invited the kindergarten parents to her 

class to participate in music activities with their children. She told me how this was mostly a 

positive experience and how much her students enjoyed it. Her frustration, though, was that 

parents would come and participate, take pictures of their children, and then leave without 

speaking to Courtney at all. She stated that these frustrations were, in part, related to her decision 

to transfer schools the next year. 
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Theme: Nurture and Care for Children 

With Research Question 4, I asked, “How did the participants perceive their ethic of care 

when describing feelings and experiences associated with nurturing and caring for children, and 

how did these feelings and experiences affect their decisions to continue teaching?” In answer to 

Research Question 4, I found that Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth unanimously reported a 

positive ethic of care for their students. In fact, I believe this strong sense of nurture and care for 

children increased the likelihood that all four would continue teaching into the foreseeable 

future, even if some of them eventually decided to move to a different school. 

Tarnowski and Murphy (2002) found that the most frequent reason elementary general 

music teachers entered the field and continued teaching was their enjoyment of working with 

music as a subject (65.0%) and their enjoyment of working with children (33.0%). These two 

choices combined accounted for 98.0% of the reasons given. Both Nancy and Courtney affirmed 

that, despite their passion for music, working with children was more important to them than 

teaching music. They both stated that, if they were unable to be elementary music teachers, they 

would still be teachers in some capacity. 

Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care posited three characteristics that were 

necessary to establish an ethic of care relationship: (a) engrossment; (b) commitment; and (c) a 

motivational shift. Through engrossment, teachers accept and acknowledge their students’ 

feelings as being meaningful and relevant; the students then must also understand that the teacher 

values their feelings. Teachers demonstrate commitment when they proactively place the needs 

of their students above all other priorities. Commitment also means that teachers involve their 

students in the subject matter by integrating their ideas and shared experiences into the 

instruction. When teachers seek to understand a situation through the perspectives of their 
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students, they are demonstrating a motivational shift. These teachers seek to understand what 

motivates their students to act or react as a result to a situation. 

Noddings stated that, “the most important thing children learn from teachers is how to 

interact with people and other living things. Caring teachers seek to recapture their own most 

caring moments and convey those feelings to their students” (cited in Owens & Ennis, 2005, p. 

395). Teachers do this through four types of actions: (a) modeling how to care for others; (b) 

engaging in dialogue about one another’s perspectives and ideas that are different from their 

own; (c) practicing the act of caring for others while contributing positively to the class 

community; and (d) confirmation as an act of encouraging the best in others and demonstrating 

the ability to see a student’s potential for becoming better. In order to illustrate the myriad ways 

each of the four participants demonstrated an ethic of care with her students, the following four 

sub-sections will discuss the actions and reactions of each teacher separately. 

 

Nancy in the West 

Nancy demonstrated her ethic of care through engrossment, commitment, and a 

motivational shift through her actions with students that included modeling and confirmation. 

Despite her tough love perspective on student discipline, Nancy often wrote about the empathy 

she felt toward her students. In her journal, she wrote more than once about how her students 

sometimes seemed to act hurt or disappointed whenever she attempted to redirect their behavior. 

Because of this, Nancy strove to redirect them with kindness and understanding, knowing that 

many of their parents likely disciplined them at home by yelling at them. Several times during 

my on-site visit, I observed Nancy redirect students’ behavior by telling them gently to sit to the 

side and to take a break until they were ready to return to the group activity. She refrained from 
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engaging in confrontations with her students and continued to teach her lesson. This approach 

consistently resulted in the students rejoining the group once they felt ready. 

Nancy also demonstrated the commitment characteristic of the ethic of care through the 

action of dialogue. In one of her journal entries, she wrote about a conversation one day with a 

kindergarten father whose son had reported being bullied at school. The father told Nancy that he 

believed this to be the likely cause of his son’s disengagement and refusal to participate in 

Nancy’s music class. She lamented her frustration about being unaware of this happening and 

told the parent that if she had known, she would have felt an obligation to act and would have 

found a way to help the student. Nancy also expressed a strong obligation to protect her students 

if faced with an active shooter. 

During additional interactions with her students, Nancy exemplified the ethic of care 

through commitment and a motivational shift using the actions of modeling and dialogue. Nancy 

often expressed concern for her students’ future and well-being. She spoke of occasionally 

needing to provide snacks or clothing to some of her students whenever she was made aware of a 

need. She expressed worry about them not being able to escape from a life of poverty and about 

their chances for a successful future. Nancy also spoke about her strong desire for them to 

become functioning adults by learning to take responsibility for their actions. She often modeled 

and discussed this desire through offering examples to her students about how she also had to 

follow rules, norms, and expectations—even when it was not easy—to avoid negative 

consequences. 

 

Lydia in the South 

Lydia’s interactions with students represented all three characteristics of the ethic of care: 
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engrossment, commitment, and a motivational shift, and Lydia used all four actions: modeling, 

dialogue, practice, and confirmation to demonstrate her care. She told me that she was a kid at 

heart and that she preferred interactions with children over interacting with adults. In her 

opinion, music class was one of the few places remaining at her school where the students could 

experience a growth mindset, and she sought to encourage this growth mindset through music 

instruction. She recounted an experience during which she helped a student overcome 

perfectionism when he had difficulty performing a simple musical pattern despite being one of 

the smartest students in his class. Lydia also spoke about wanting her children to overcome a fear 

of singing that had, in her opinion, caused many Americans to feel excluded from music because 

of their perception that real singers were only those who competed in singing programs on 

television. 

Lydia’s interactions with one student in particular demonstrated her engrossment and 

commitment through modeling and practicing. One of her former students with autism struggled 

in school and was removed from all group instruction because of violent behavior. Lydia acted 

by requesting that he come to her room for piano instruction during her already limited planning 

time. She helped him develop the physical skill of playing piano while also showing him how 

much she cared for him personally. She also acted to protect him from injury when he engaged in 

self-harming behavior, even though she experienced physical pain from the experience. After 

this student later transferred to middle school, Lydia again proactively demonstrated caring by 

taking him a stuffed toy that used to be a source of comfort and giving it to him on a day that was 

going badly. 

Further interactions with students demonstrated Lydia’s ethic of care through 

engrossment and a motivational shift using all four actions: modeling, dialogue, practice, and 
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confirmation. Lydia spoke about her belief that one of her responsibilities as an elementary 

general music teacher was to teach empathy through music to her students, along with teamwork 

and cooperation. During our on-site interview, she recalled introducing her students to the 

Buddhist belief of a lifeforce connecting all living things. She presented them with an example of 

how an individual frightened of spiders could choose not to kill the spider as a first choice when 

there were other possible solutions that preserved the spider’s life. She also used music as a way 

to teach caring and empathy in her classes. One of her students later told her how a song she had 

taught him in music class had later helped him provide comfort to a student experiencing 

homesickness. 

 

Courtney in the Midwest 

Courtney’s interactions with students also demonstrated her ethic of care through 

engrossment and commitment using the actions of modeling, dialogue, practice, and 

confirmation. Courtney spoke often of the importance she placed on teaching her students 

manners and showing respect for one another. She explained how she modeled the behavior for 

them again and again and provided them with multiple opportunities to practice these positive 

behaviors both in music class and elsewhere at school. Courtney journaled about a lesson she had 

developed for her 5th-grade students during which they played a musical passing game with a 

playground ball. As the students passed the ball around the circle, they were given opportunities 

to discuss what respect and manners looked like in music class, at school, and elsewhere. After 

this activity, Courtney wrote in one of her journal entries that she believed participating in this 

activity was confirming for her that the students could learn to show respect for one another and 

use manners at school. 



202 
 

Beth in the Northeast 

Beth described interactions that represented her ethic of care with the characteristics of 

commitment and a motivational shift through modeling, practice, and confirmation as actions. 

Beth spoke at length about not only how much she loved her students, but also how much she 

enjoyed seeing them grow and progress. She expressed a desire for all of her students to be able 

to engage with music in myriad ways, especially those students who would not choose music as 

a profession. Like Lydia, Beth desired for her students to feel like they were musicians who, 

when they became adults, could dance at their weddings and clap along at baseball games even 

when they were not professional musicians. This was a confirmation of her belief that their lives 

would be more enjoyable if they were able to engage in music making. Her teaching style 

modeled this philosophy, and she offered her students the opportunity to practice music making 

not only during music class, but also during other schoolwide events outside of the formal music 

classes. 

 

Summary of the Conclusions 

What were the contributing factors that caused four early-career (5–10 years of 

experience) elementary general music teachers in Title I schools to continue teaching when many 

others have left the field? There is no simple answer to this question because, despite similarities 

like length of experience and school setting (Title I school), every teacher’s circumstances are 

different. This was evident from considering the myriad experiences of Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, 

and Beth. 

Research has indicated that contributing factors like job dissatisfaction, an unmanageable 

workload, excessive non-teaching duties, inadequate administrator support (especially when 
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considering support regarding classroom management), and a lack of autonomy and input into 

campus decisions have resulted in increasing numbers of general education teachers (Darling-

Hammond et al., 2016; Ingersoll, 2004; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Whitener et al., 1997) and music 

teachers (Dempsey, 2009; Hancock, 2008, 2016; Kuntzelman, 2016; Russell, 2012) leaving the 

field at increasingly higher rates. None of the four participants in this study reported 

experiencing all of these contributing factors, but all four did report experiencing at least one or 

more. Like Nancy, Lydia, and Beth, Courtney also planned to continue teaching elementary 

general music, but she had decided to transfer to a different elementary school within her district 

(classifying her as a mover). The reasons she gave for this decision did not involve only one of 

the aforementioned contributing factors, but instead, a combination of several. 

Teaching has been found to produce some of the highest levels of exhaustion in its 

employees (Maslach, Schaufeli, & Leiter, 2001). Excessive exhaustion can result in feelings of 

cynicism, job detachment, a feeling of ineffectiveness, and a sense of little accomplishment, 

which can often lead to stress and eventually to burnout. Teacher stress has been defined as 

unpleasant or negative emotions associated with some aspect of working as a teacher (Kyriacou, 

2001). Gordon (2000) identified factors causing stress in music teachers that affected their 

attitudes, behaviors, and longevity. Gordon suggested that stress is ubiquitous in the music-

teaching environment and results most often from the behavior of students, colleagues, parents, 

and administrators. When not properly addressed, prolonged teacher stress may lead to burnout, 

which can—in turn—result in teachers leaving the field (Starnaman & Miller, 1992). Symptoms 

of teacher burnout have been reported to be role conflict, emotional exhaustion, and increased 

workload. One of the most detrimental outcomes of burnout is a sense of depersonalization and 

detachment that teachers can develop toward their students. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth 
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all recounted examples when they experienced teacher stress. However, Lydia and Courtney 

described situations that, to them, had been particularly stressful and had caused them to consider 

a change of some kind. Courtney was transferring schools, and Lydia sometimes considered 

what other possibilities were available to her as a career. Some of the stressful situations Lydia 

encountered had caused her sometimes to feel a sense of detachment, particularly with issues 

related to her presenting student performances. Nancy’s difficult experience with the behavior of 

a group of 5th-grade boys led her to feelings of depersonalization. Her realization of this 

challenged her ethic of care, almost causing her to quit her job until an encouraging encounter 

with a student changed her mind. 

Researchers examining the stages of a teacher’s career have often codified teaching 

careers into three distinct stages (Christensen, Burke, Fessler, and Hagstrom, 1983; Cohen and 

Klink, 1989; Fuller, 1969; Marso and Pigge, 1994). During the first three years, teachers are 

typically concerned with their own survival and professional competence. When describing their 

first years teaching elementary music, Nancy, Courtney, and Beth confirmed these findings by 

recalling their own experiences and stories of being novice teachers. Beginning around year four, 

teachers may start to develop more confidence in their abilities, fear less, and possess a sense of 

knowing what they are doing. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all exemplified these 

characteristics through their accounts of their own unique experiences. Teachers at this stage also 

tend to be open to new ideas and teaching approaches. In this study, all four participants pursued 

professional development opportunities like Orff Schulwerk, Kodály, and World Music 

Drumming. It is also common during this stage for teachers to demonstrate a firm commitment to 

teaching as a career. Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all spoke of their commitment to 
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teaching, although Lydia expressed the possibility that she was open to other career paths besides 

teaching. 

One of the most common forms of professional networking for teachers is mentoring. 

Several researchers have examined the role of mentoring programs in helping to decrease the 

rates of attrition among general education teachers (Fantilli & McDougall, 2005; Maistre & Paré, 

2010; Santoro, Pietsch, & Borg, 2012; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004) and music teachers (Conway 

and Holcomb; 2008). Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all participated in being mentored. 

Lydia recounted that her experience with being mentored was not particularly beneficial because 

her mentor was not familiar with her content area. However, Nancy and Courtney expressed 

positive feelings about their having been mentored, mostly because their mentors were 

experienced music teachers. Nancy, Lydia, and Courtney affirmed their wishes to be mentors 

themselves to new teachers. Nancy and Courtney had already begun mentoring other teachers, 

although they expressed mixed feelings about the experience, and Lydia had not yet had the 

opportunity to mentor others. 

Deci and Ryan’s (1985) theory of self-determination posits that the degree to which 

individuals possess autonomy, competence, and relatedness determines their propensity to 

engage (self-regulate) in an activity. Increased engagement may indicate a higher level of 

intrinsic motivation, and reduced engagement may indicate either extrinsic motivation or 

amotivation. In this study, I found Nancy and Beth to have high levels of autonomy, while Lydia 

and Courtney seemed less satisfied with their levels of autonomy. All four participants described 

an overall satisfaction with their respective levels of competence, but when considering 

relatedness, Nancy and Beth once again indicated satisfaction, while Lydia indicated overall 

dissatisfaction. Courtney’s impression of her level of relatedness was mixed. 
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Based on the theory of self-determination, the findings from this study seemed to indicate 

that Nancy and Beth were intrinsically motivated to continue in their current jobs for the 

foreseeable future. Because Courtney anticipated transferring schools, she also seemed 

intrinsically motivated to continue teaching. If she had not been able to transfer the next year to a 

school that she perceived to be a better teaching situation, her intrinsic motivation could have 

potentially changed. For the most part, Lydia was also intrinsically motivated to continue 

teaching in her job despite its challenges. More than once, however, she expressed how certain 

extrinsic motivators, such as salary, benefits, job security, and a lack of other available job 

opportunities, had made it more likely that she would remain in her current job. In the future, 

however, if Lydia perceived her job as becoming increasingly untenable, she would likely either 

leave or develop teacher burnout. 

Noddings’s (1984) theory of the ethic of care posits that a teacher’s primary 

responsibility is to demonstrate care for students over all other priorities. Teachers do this by 

exemplifying engrossment, commitment, and a motivational shift toward their students. They 

engage in their ethic of care through modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation. In this 

study, Nancy, Lydia, Courtney, and Beth all demonstrated and expressed their ethic of care 

through many experiences and interactions with their students that they shared with me. Of the 

many contributing factors that could affect their respective decisions to continue teaching, I 

believe that their ethic of care was the one factor most likely to increase their longevity. Their 

individual expressions of love and care for their students were emphatic and resolute. 

I don’t see myself ever leaving. Granted there are those moments where I want to quit, or 
had thoughts of going to another school, but those thoughts always dissipate when I think 
about how long I’ve been here and all the work and love I put in for these kids. They 
have to either fire me or drag me out kicking and screaming. (Nancy, Journal 1, 
04/06/2018) 
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Watching how the kids are benefitting from what I’ve built is really satisfying, I think, 
and also, I get to teach my son now, uhm, this is my second year teaching him. He’s in 
4th grade, and that’s pretty special, like, just watching him... grow and getting that, that’s 
pretty cool, and next year I’ll have both of my kids at the same school, which is also 
pretty cool, so... I get excited. (Lydia, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 
I’m the reason that students want to come to school, some of them, uhm, I have.... I teach 
some tough classes, and even the kids who I’m on top of in music for behavior issues, 
they all see me in the hallway, and their eyes will be as big as saucers. They’ll run up to 
me and hug me and say, “we have music at 2:00!” and I say, “oh, I can’t wait to see 
you!” It’s so exciting, so, I really feel like I make a difference in the kids’ education. 
(Courtney, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 
 
My community is so special. I’ve been there since the school began, so.... first as an ESL 
teacher and then, now as the music teacher, and I have.... it’s my ninth year, and, I’ve 
watched these families grow up, and the kids are coming back with their instruments, and 
they wanna share... and, y’know, walking through the street, it’s like, y’know, I know the 
community, and I feel a part of it even though I don’t look like them, and I can’t speak to 
many of the families, but they know how special what we do is for their children, and I 
don’t wanna miss that where I am. (Beth, Focus group discussion, 05/01/2018) 

 

Implications and Recommendations 

The present study has implications for a number of areas within the field of music 

education. First, undergraduate music education teacher preparation programs might consider 

introducing the ethic of care to students early on as part of methods courses and practicum 

experiences. Because results from this study seemed to indicate the importance of the ethic of 

care in elementary general music teacher longevity—according to the four participants—it 

should not be overlooked in preservice teacher preparation. Preservice teachers need pragmatic 

opportunities in class to experience the ethic of care firsthand. Teacher educators might consider 

introducing the ethic of care to their preservice teachers by actually using the tenets of the 

theory—modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation—to demonstrate and teach the construct 

of care. 

A number of approaches are available to teacher educators that exemplify these four 
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tenets. One approach for beginners could involve class discussions of hypothetical situations in 

both elementary and secondary settings when care must be given to resolve an issue (dialogue). 

Another approach could be to engage students in situational role play activities using possible 

scenarios from elementary and secondary settings. During such activities, students would 

practice identifying the strategies teachers employ to give care and would then practice applying 

them to their peers as part of the situational role play (practice). Other approaches might include 

inviting guest speakers like school counselors, practicing music teachers, or retired music 

teachers to lead class discussions about giving care to students (dialogue). Finally, one of the 

ways most likely to help preservice teachers understand the ethic of care is to model it with them 

every day through every interaction (modeling). This modeling itself could also be an occasional 

topic of class discussion (dialogue) along with asking students to identify ways they may already 

be giving care to others but are unaware (confirmation). Through these approaches and others, 

introducing the ethic of care could be woven through every component of teacher preparation. 

Pragmatic approaches to assess preservice teachers’ understanding of this ethic might also be 

explored. The important role the ethic of care plays in teaching cannot be assumed or taken for 

granted; it must be taught. 

Teacher autonomy and teacher competence were two of the three themes related to the 

theory of self-determination. Many early-career teachers struggle with challenges related to their 

autonomy like scheduling, administrator support, curricular choice, availability of funding, the 

teaching environment, and teacher evaluations. Those challenges related to their competence 

include career preparation, classroom management, ongoing professional development, and 

maintaining a healthy work–life balance. Participants in this study described feelings of anxiety 

and stress related to their earliest years in the field. This anxiety and stress was a result of either 
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being underprepared for a job different from the one they expected or not having an awareness of 

the difficulties new music teachers typically face. Undergraduate teacher education programs 

could use innovative approaches to prepare students for what to expect during their first 2 to 3 

years of service, how to anticipate and deal with stressful situations that are typical of all new 

teachers, and finally, help them understand that a career in music education may take unexpected 

turns placing them in teaching environments and settings they had not previously anticipated. 

The third theme related to the theory of self-determination was teacher relatedness. The 

issues teachers encounter associated with this theme often include professional networking, 

engaging in mentoring, and maintaining positive relationships with colleagues and 

administrators. Often, teachers must figure out these things on their own only after they begin a 

teaching career. Teacher preparation programs may be able to prepare preservice teachers better 

for their careers by engaging them in strategies for learning how to develop a professional 

network, how to find a mentor—and how to mentor others later once they have gained some 

experience—and how to develop positive relationships with others in the school environment by 

minimizing conflict and showing respect for colleagues. 

Several approaches may be easily implemented to prepare teachers for stressful or 

unexpected situations. Again, inviting practicing and retired music educators to speak could be 

one of the most effective ways to prepare preservice teachers for their first 2 to 3 years of 

teaching. Guest speakers are able not only to share their own unique experiences and stories but 

are also an excellent resource for addressing questions and concerns from students about being a 

beginning music educator. Other guest speakers could include novice teachers themselves who 

might consider talking with a class of preservice teachers from their classrooms through Skype. 

Just like experienced and retired teachers, novice teachers have unique stories and experiences to 
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share and can also answer questions from the preservice teachers regarding what to expect as a 

beginning teacher. 

To become better prepared for unexpected teaching settings and situations, all music 

education students may need more experiences in their practicum classes with active music 

making, including more singing (especially for instrumentalists who may not sing regularly); 

creative movement, folk dance, eurhythmics; strategies for making instruction student-centered 

across all genres (band, choir, orchestra, elementary general); and using K–12 standards to link a 

wide range of lesson activities and rehearsal techniques to standards-based learning. 

Understanding music standards across all grade levels, as well as how they look in authentic 

settings, can better prepare secondary preservice teachers for understanding elementary general 

music if they find themselves unexpectedly teaching in that setting. Secondary instrumental and 

choral preservice teachers could learn strategies for incorporating movement and improvisation 

into their rehearsals, while secondary instrumental preservice teachers could learn how to 

employ strategies for using singing to reinforce music learning in rehearsals. Preservice teachers 

also need practical experiences learning how to manage financial resources in a school music 

program, how to procure other sources of funding to support a music program, and how to make 

the most out of limited resources. 

Findings in this study indicated a lack of knowledge and understanding by principals 

about the characteristics of elementary general music programs, which resulted in administrator 

apathy, at best, and invalid teacher assessments, at worst. Music education professors might find 

ways to connect with administrator certification programs, particularly with programs certifying 

elementary principals, to help them learn about the characteristics of elementary general music 

programs and about the ways music programs can contribute positively to the elementary school 
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environment and community. Music education professors might also attend and present sessions 

at principal conferences to demonstrate the unique ways students learn collaboration, critical 

thinking, problem solving, creativity, and emotional expression through engaging in joyful, 

active music making. 

The findings of this study suggest possibilities for continued related research. The most 

obvious recommendation is to follow the respective career paths of these four teacher 

participants to see where they are in 5 years, 10 years, or beyond. This could further elucidate the 

roles autonomy, competence, and relatedness play in elementary general music teacher 

longevity, along with an understanding of the continuing role of the ethic of care in teacher 

resilience. Three of the study’s participants taught in settings where the dominant culture of the 

school was different from that of the teacher. In all three of these settings at least one language 

barrier existed between the teacher and students, and none of the three teachers expressed intent 

to learn the language of their school’s predominant culture. Sometimes the cultural differences 

between the teacher and her students was perceived as an asset, while in another case, it resulted 

in a conflict of expectations. Further research is needed to determine how elementary general 

music teachers who are different culturally or ethnically from their students and whose first 

language is different from that of their students can move past differences in cultural 

expectations to build better, stronger relationships—thereby, increasing their sense of 

relatedness. 

Finally, more research is needed on the role student performances play in elementary 

general music. Principals and parents seem, more often than not, to perceive music’s value as 

being purely one of entertainment for public relations purposes without understanding the unique 

ways learning through music can increase critical thinking, collaboration, problem solving, 
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empathy for others, and emotional expression. One participant from this study lamented about 

what she perceived as an increased emphasis by some administrators on performances regardless 

of the quality of the performances or the repertoire presented. Increased performance 

responsibilities tend to reduce the amount of already limited instructional time available for 

engaging and meaningful music activities. More research is needed to devise strategies for 

helping principals, administrators, colleagues, and parents develop a better understanding of 

music’s important role in schools. 
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UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 

The UNT College of Music’s Music Education Division 
is conducting a research study about  

Early-Career Elementary General Music Teacher Longevity  

in Title I Settings 
at four Title I-designated schools in four contrasting geographical regions of the United States: 

• Northeast 

• Midwest 

• South 

• West 

If you are an elementary school general music teacher currently teaching in your 5th through 
10th year of teaching (including the 2017-18 school year) in a Title I school, you may qualify to 
participate in a research study examining the characteristics that contribute to elementary school 
general music teacher longevity in a Title I school. 

Eligible participants will: 

• take part in an initial Skype interview with the researcher (no more than 45 minutes) 

• write and submit five weekly journal entries reflecting on the prior week’s 
experiences in the participant’s teaching setting (approximately 30 minutes each) 

• allow the researcher to visit the participant’s school to observe one typical 
instructional day when the participant teaches children (approximately 8 hours) 

• participate in an on-site, audio-recorded interview with the researcher (no longer than 
1 hour) 

• participate in an online focus group discussion (no longer than 1 hour) 

Participants will be compensated with a $50.00 gift card/certificate to a music supply vendor of 
the participant’s choice (i.e., West Music, Music in Motion, Sweet Pipes, etc.) at the conclusion 
of all the study’s requirements. 

Principal Researcher: Dr. Sean Powell sean.powell@unt.edu  

Student Investigator: Michael Chandler michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu  

For more information, please contact Michael Chandler at michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu. 

mailto:sean.powell@unt.edu
mailto:michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu
mailto:michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu
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University of North Texas Institutional Review Board 

Informed Consent Notice  

Before agreeing to participate in this research study, it is important that you read and understand 
the following explanation of the purpose, benefits, and risks of the study and how it will be 
conducted.   

Title of Study: Early-Career Elementary Music Teacher Longevity in Title I Settings: A Collective 
Case Study 

Student Investigator:  Michael Chandler, University of North Texas (UNT) Department of 
Music Education, UNT College of Music. Supervising Investigator: Dr. Sean Powell 

Purpose of the Study: You are being asked to participate in a research study that involves 
understanding the various opportunities and challenges experienced by elementary music 
teachers teaching children in four geographically diverse Title I-designated schools and how 
those experiences result in teacher longevity despite reported increased rates of teacher attrition. 

Study Procedures: You will be asked to: 

• Participate in an initial Skype interview with the researcher. The interview will take 
no longer than 45 minutes. An audio-only recording will be made of the Skype 
interview. 

• Submit five weekly written journal entries reflecting on your experiences and 
interactions during the prior week that will take about 30 minutes each week. You 
will share them with me through a cloud service such as Google Drive or Dropbox. 

• Allow the researcher to observe you teaching your students during one typical 
instructional day lasting approximately 8 hours. Only written notes will be taken—no 
audio or video recording will take place during the instructional day. 

• Participate in an on-site interview with the researcher for no more than one hour. An 
audio-only recording will be made of the on-site interview. 

• Participate in an online focus group discussion with the other three participants. You 
may refer to yourself as your pseudonym and turn off your webcam during the 
discussion if you would like to maintain anonymity. The focus group discussion will 
last no longer than 1 hour. 

Note: Written transcripts will be created from the audio recordings of the Skype interview, the 
on-site interview, and the focus group discussion. The researcher will use the transcripts to 
analyze the text through a process called coding, which looks for patterns and themes that bring 
meaning to the interviews—especially across different participants in the study. Neither the 
transcripts nor the audio files will refer to the identity of the person recorded. The audio files 
will be deleted electronically at the conclusion of the study, and the transcripts will be stored on 



219 
 

a password-protected computer or hard drive for a maximum of three years after which they will 
be securely deleted. If paper copies of the transcripts are utilized, they will be shredded and 
discarded securely at the conclusion of the study. 

Foreseeable Risks: There is minimal risk assumed by participants in this study. It is possible 
that participants may feel frustrated or become emotional while sharing personal experiences 
about their teaching opportunities and challenges. Question topics may elicit answers that refer to 
remarkably positive or negative interactions with students, parents, administrators, or colleagues 
in the teaching setting. Participants can skip questions or choose to stop any time they wish 
should they become frustrated or feel emotional during the study. 

Benefits to the Subjects or Others: This study is not expected to be of any direct benefit to you, 
but we hope to learn more about the circumstances that increase elementary music teacher 
longevity in Title I schools, which may benefit other teachers in similar settings and may help 
teacher educators better prepare preservice elementary music teachers for similar settings. 

 

Compensation for Participants: You will receive a $50.00 gift card/certificate to a music 
supply vendor of your choice (i.e., West Music, Music Is Elementary, Sweet Pipes, etc.) as 
compensation for your participation. The gift card/certificate will be given to the participant 
upon completion of all the project’s components listed above or at the conclusion of the on-site 
interview, whichever occurs last. 

 

Procedures for Maintaining Confidentiality of Research Records: Each participant will 
select a pseudonym (a first name only) to which they will be referred throughout the study. The 
identity of each participant’s school and its specific location (city/address) will not be revealed 
during the study. Each school setting will be associated solely with its corresponding 
geographical region (Northeast, West, Midwest, and South). I, Michael Chandler, will be the 
only person who knows the true identify of each participant, and no files will be saved or 
archived that reveal the participants’ identities. The confidentiality of your individual 
information will be maintained in any subsequent publications or presentations about the study. 
Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree possible given the technology and practices 
involved when using online video conferencing (Skype) or cloud services (Google 
Drive/Dropbox). Your participation in this study involves risks to confidentiality similar to a 
person’s everyday use of the internet. 

Questions about the Study: If you have any questions about the study, you may 
contact Michael Chandler at michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu or Dr. Sean Powell at 
sean.powell@unt.edu.  

Review for the Protection of Participants: This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the UNT Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The UNT 
IRB can be contacted at (940) 565-4643 with any questions regarding the rights of 
research subjects.  

mailto:michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu
mailto:sean.powell@unt.edu
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Research Participants’ Rights: 

Your participation in the survey confirms that you have read all of the above and 
that you agree to all of the following:  

• Michael Chandler has explained the study to you and you have had an opportunity to 
contact him with any questions about the study. You have been informed of the 
possible benefits and the potential risks of the study.  

• You understand that you do not have to take part in this study, and your refusal to 
participate or your decision to withdraw will involve no penalty or loss of rights or 
benefits. The study personnel may choose to stop your participation at any time.  

• You understand why the study is being conducted and how it will be performed.   

• You understand your rights as a research participant and you voluntarily consent to 
participate in this study.  

• You understand you may print a copy of this form for your records. 

 

Participant Signature ___________________________________ Date signed _______________ 

Researcher Signature ___________________________________ Date signed _______________ 
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Thank you for your participation in this study. I look forward to learning more about your 

opinions regarding your job as an elementary school general music teacher in a Title I school and 

the reasons why you remain in the position. 

1. Tell me about your student population. What predominant cultural/ethnic/nationality 
groups are present among your students? 

2. Because your school is designated as a Title I school, a larger percentage of your 
students are likely economically disadvantaged. What specific challenges have you 
encountered that your students struggle with? How do these challenges specifically 
affect you as their music teacher? 

3. What is your schedule like? How many times a week do you see your classes and for 
how long each time? Describe a typical instructional day including the time you 
usually arrive at school and the time you usually leave school for the day. 

4. What is your typical class size? How many students at one time? Is each class a self-
contained homeroom, or do the classes consist of mixed homerooms? 

5. Do you see one grade level at a time? If not, how does that affect you? 

6. Describe classroom management and student behavior at your school? In what ways 
are you supported by your administrators when it comes to classroom management? 

7. How much do your teaching colleagues value you and your music program? What 
have they done that makes you feel this way? 

8. How much do your administrators value you and your music program? What have 
they done that makes you feel this way? 

9. How much do your students’ parents value you and your music program? What have 
they done that makes you feel this way? 

10. How has your school community benefitted from a Title I designation? As the school 
music teacher, in what ways have you and your music program benefitted from Title I 
assistance? 

11. How is your program funded—from what sources? How much funding do you 
receive? 

12. In what ways are your instructional space and available equipment adequate or 
inadequate for teaching music at your school? What do you need that you don’t have? 

13. Tell me about your sense of autonomy as a music teacher? Do you get to teach the 
way you want regarding the materials you choose and the curriculum, or is this 
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controlled by others? Tell me about how much input you have into decision making at 
your school. 

14. What is your professional development like? Do you attend conferences? 
Workshops? Are they relevant, and do you get to choose some of them? What 
financial assistance do you receive for attending workshops or conferences? 

15. What is mentoring like at your school? Have you been mentored, or do you mentor 
others? How do you network with other elementary music teachers? 

16. What do you like best about teaching at your school? 

17. What do you like least about teaching at your school? 
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Geographical Location of Interview (U.S. State Only) __________________________________ 

 

Name of Interviewee (Pseudonym Only) ____________________________________________ 

 

Interview Setting ______________________________ Today’s Date _____________________ 

 

In the box below, I will describe the interview setting in detail. 

 

Interview Start Time ________________ 

1. Thank you for allowing me to visit your classroom today and to watch you teach. 
Please tell me a little about your career as a teacher. You may want to mention how 
you became interested in teaching elementary music, when you began teaching and 
where, the schools in which you have taught (if more than one), what subjects—if 
different from elementary music—and the types of students you have taught, and 
finally what the highlights of your career have been. 

2. As you know, in this study I am principally interested in exploring teachers’ 
motivation for remaining in a Title I school as an elementary music teacher. Please 
tell me about what has influenced your decision to continue in this position for 
______ years. 

3. Have there been times during your years in this position when you considered 
leaving? Please tell me what your thoughts were at the time and what ultimately 
happened to change your mind. 

4. What are the most important things you are trying to accomplish as an elementary 
music teacher? 

5. What do you see as your most important responsibilities as an elementary music 
teacher? 

Type here 
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6. Did you have any role models or mentors who influenced your becoming an 
elementary music teacher or the way you work as an elementary music teacher? 

7. How important is music to your work as a teacher? For example, is it your passion for 
music that energizes your teaching and continues to motivate you? Or is music 
primarily a vehicle for working with children in a school setting? 

8. How would you describe your relationship with your students, and how important is 
this relationship to you? 

9. How about your relationship with fellow teachers? Are these relationships important 
to your work as a teacher? 

10. And what about administrators? How would you describe your relationship with your 
administrators, and how has this affected your work as a teacher? 

11. Finally, how important has your relationship with parents and the broader community 
been to your work as a teacher? 

12. How has your life outside school (e.g., as a family person, a community member, a 
private citizen) influenced and been influenced by your work as a teacher? 

13. In looking back at your career as a teacher, how have you changed since your earliest 
years in the classroom? 

14. What have been your most rewarding experiences as a teacher? And conversely, what 
experiences have been the most depressing or discouraging? 

15. Do you consider teaching a true profession? [If so] Why? What would make it a 
stronger profession? [If not] What would make it a profession? 

16. Are there any other comments or observations you would like to tell me about your 
work as an elementary music teacher? 

Thank you again for your time and your invaluable insight! I will check back with you in a 
couple of weeks after I have analyzed the content of this interview further to make certain I have 
correctly understood your thoughts and perspectives and to allow you further input regarding 
how I have represented your responses. 

 

Interview End Time ________________ 
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Weekly Journal Entry 

Before you begin your weekly journal, “save as” a MS Word file with your self-selected 
pseudonym and the sequential number of the entry:  <Maria_Journal_Entry_1> (or 2, 3, etc.). 
Then, for each question, please write a response within the designated text box. You may expand 
each text box to accommodate as much text as you would like to add. Once you complete the 
journal, make sure it is saved and send it to Michael Chandler at michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu 
by Sunday evening at 10:00 PM your local time. This way, you can reuse this file as the template 
for every journal entry, and I will be able to access your submission the following Monday 
morning regardless of your time zone. Thank you! 

Week of Monday, _____________________ (date) to Friday, _____________________ (date) 

1) How did things go this past week at your school regarding your relationships with individuals 
in the school community? Specifically, were there remarkable interactions you had with any 
particular students? Classes? Teaching colleagues? Administrators? Parents? Were these 
experiences positive or negative, and what made them so? 

 

2) Consider the situations and individuals you described in the previous question. How did these 
situations and individuals cause you to feel about your teaching position? Did any of them 
affect your overall satisfaction—positively or negatively— with being an elementary music 
teacher at your present school? 

 

3) What opportunities this past week involved you mentoring others or being mentored by 
someone else, networking with any other elementary music teachers (in person or remotely 
online), or receiving professional development? Were these positive or negative experiences, 
and what did you learn from them? If there were no such opportunities, were there any ways 
you feel you improved or grew as a teacher this past week? 

Type here 

Type here 

mailto:michaelchandler2@my.unt.edu
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4) What do you wish would have gone differently this past week? Or, what do you wish you 
could have accomplished that you didn’t accomplish? Or, what did you need this past week 
that you didn’t have? How do these things affect your overall satisfaction with being a music 
teacher at your school? 

 

5) At this moment right now, how are you feeling about returning to this same school to teach 
elementary music next year? 

 

6) What would you like to tell me about this past week regarding your position as the music 
teacher at your school that wasn’t asked in any of the previous questions? 

 

 

Type here 

Type here 

Type here 

Type here 
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Thank you to everyone for your participation in this study. I have enjoyed learning more 

about your opinions and impressions regarding your job as an early-career elementary general 

music teacher in a Title I school and why you remain in the position. Today’s discussion format 

allows you to respond not only to me but, more importantly, to one another with answers to five 

questions I will ask about why you continue teaching. During the discussion, I will refer to each 

of you only by your first-name pseudonym and the region of the country in which you teach 

(Northeast, Midwest, South, and West). You are welcome to turn on your webcam so that you 

can see one another, but you also may participate with audio-only if you prefer. 

My role is simply to facilitate our discussion as needed. As part of that process, I may ask 

follow-up questions that arise. Naturally, each of you is welcome to ask me for clarification 

about any of the questions I ask. When it seems that everyone has said everything they would 

like about each question, I will move us along to the next. The focus group discussion will last 

no longer than one hour. Finally, I would like to let you know that I am recording our discussion 

today in order to analyze it later as part of my research. I am the only person who will have 

access to or hear the recording. Let’s get started! 

1. What working conditions and administrative support are conducive to your 
development as an elementary general music teacher? 

2. What professional activities support your career as an elementary general music 
teacher? 

3. Are there significant events during your years of service that have increased your 
potential to continue teaching? 

4. Does your length of experience have an impact on your decision to continue 
teaching? 

5. Are there additional factors I should consider in developing an understanding of your 
longevity as an elementary general music teacher? 
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Code Definition/Application Example of Usage 
In Vivo Codes are indicated by quotation marks. 

Theme 1: Teacher Autonomy 

compensation/salary any issues related to teaching 
salary and benefits 

At the same time, I like a 
paycheck. Paychecks are 
nice. Pays bills. We need 
it, so... and the insurance, 
of course. 

job security any sentiments related to the 
teacher feeling secure about 
keeping her job 

And now that I have 
tenure, they really can’t 
do anything about it if I 
decide not to. 

keep growing even without 
higher pay 

continuing to seek professional 
growth despite the lack of potential 
for added compensation 

I mean, like, so we get 30 
and above, so like, if I do 
an extra master’s degree 
or a doctorate degree, I 
can’t make any more 
money. 

negative experience any negative sentiments or 
experiences related to salary or 
benefits 

My salary got paused, 
like, I couldn’t earn more 
on my steps. 

positive experience any positive sentiments or 
experiences related to salary or 
benefits 

This school district fights 
long and hard with the 
county, uhm, they pay a 
hundred percent of my 
insurance, which, you 
don’t get anywhere, you 
know. 

distance is too far to drive not accepting a teaching position 
because of the distance of the 
commute 

And I had decided that I 
wasn’t gonna go back to 
work unless I had a job 
that was not an hour 
away, that I could still, 
like, come home and see 
my kids. 

district support any experiences related to the level 
of support a school district 
provided for its employees 

This school district fights 
long and hard with the 
county, uhm, they pay a 
hundred percent of my 
insurance, which, you 
don’t get anywhere, you 
know. 
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family emergencies and 
illness 

issues related specifically to 
district support of employees when 
related to family emergencies or 
illness 

They don’t make a big 
deal out of the fact that, 
like, you know, my son 
had pneumonia, uhm, for 
ten days last fall, and I 
took half days every day 
for a week and a half, 
and they did not, uh, they 
didn’t make a big deal 
about it. They didn’t, I 
think they actually didn’t 
even, didn’t even count a 
couple of them. 

don’t want to start over teacher expressing a desire to not 
move schools and start a new 
music program 

What I’ve built, you 
know, and it would be 
really hard to start over 
at a school with a closet 
of broken rhythm 
instruments and no drums 
and no xylophones and 
just, you know, cause I 
can’t take all, I can take 
some of them that are 
mine, but most of them I 
can’t take with me. 

easier to stay put expressing the sentiment that it is 
easier to remain in a teaching 
position than to move 

Honestly just the 
daunting task of trying to 
pack up what’s mine and 
leave what’s not is 
enough to keep me. 

funding for music program Any issues or experiences related 
to how the music program is 
supported financially by the 
school, the district, our outside 
sources of funding such as grants 

I don’t have an official 
budget, uhm, the last 
couple of years we’ve 
gotten arts money, uhm, 
from the Department of 
Education. 

negative experience teacher has a negative outlook 
about how her program is funded 

Somebody stole the 
money, so they won’t 
actually, uhm, help the 
detectives figure it out, so 
they’re just basically 
telling me I can’t have it. 

positive experience teacher has a positive outlook 
about how her program is funded 

Like, this year I asked the 
PTA to buy kazoos for all 
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of the first and 3rd 
graders, and, like, it 
wasn’t even an issue, 
like, it was just “sure, 
we’ll just reimburse you. 
 

wrote grants, got donations any activities related to writing 
grants to receive funding from 
outside the school and district 

And Donors Choose, I 
used to write a bunch of 
Donors Choose grants, 
not so much this year, 
because now the district, 
uhm, wants to approve 
them. 

“had to fight for” experiencing difficulties making 
progress due to struggling with 
administrators or the school 
community 

I had to fight for my 
students and say, “okay, 
that’s fine, but you need 
to send a note home that 
says, ‘your child will not 
be participating in the 
music show because their 
teacher... won’t let them 
come to music.” 

defending my choice appealing to administrators for 
support of a decision made by the 
music teacher 

I have no trouble 
defending my choice, but 
“no,” I’m not going to 
stop everything for you. 

advocating for my program demonstrating or speaking of the 
importance of the music program 
to administrators or parents 

So, I definitely feel like 
there’s a step up for the 
teachers to do, but also 
that there’s... if we keep 
pushing for it, that, that 
step up will happen 
naturally, along with the 
respect for it. 

no planning period any experiences or issues related to 
not having enough time for 
planning 

Special teachers get no 
planning for however 
long the testing season 
lasts. 

non-music duties duties or tasks that do not directly 
involve instruction, including hall 
monitoring, duties, lesson 
planning, submitting grades, or 
helping students get the things they 
need 

We have an after-school 
program that gives a 
tutoring hour and an 
enrichment hour for the 
students that sign up, 
and, the tutoring hour is 
an hour on Mondays and 
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Wednesdays, I’m done by 
4:30. On 
Tuesday/Thursdays I’m 
done by 5:30, cause I 
teach an enrichment 
class. 

negative outlook teacher expresses negative feelings 
about non-music duties 

As they come in, like, I 
have to give them their 
username and password, 
then log in as each 
teacher and add them 
and then email 
everybody. You know, it’s 
just very time consuming. 

positive outlook teacher expresses positive feelings 
about non-music duties 

Tuesdays, we have 
mandated uhm, well, I 
don’t like to say 
mandated, because it’s 
just nice time where we 
can be available right 
after school for parents. 

scheduling any issues or experiences related to 
the teacher's instructional 
schedule, including, but not 
limited to, when and how often 
students come to music class and 
the amount of instructional time 
the teacher has 

On the plus side my 
schedule was flipped, so I 
was able to see my 3rd 
graders. Some of whom I 
haven’t seen in 4 weeks, 
due to testing. 

itinerant job any scheduling issues related to an 
itinerant teaching position 

I finally land a job in 
2011 as an elementary 
music teacher, but it 
landed as an itinerant 
job, where I had to travel 
to different schools. 

negative outlook negative outlook or impressions 
the teacher has about her teaching 
schedule 

I couldn’t accomplish 
anything with my 5th 
graders because I didn’t 
see them! I needed time 
with my students and did 
not get it. 

positive outlook positive outlook or impressions the 
teacher has about her teaching 
schedule 

But I think again, like, 
it’s one of those things 
where it’s good because 
they’ll get double the 
time with that. 
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standardized testing any issues related to state-

mandated standardized testing 
Schools are blamed for a 
lot of things that are not 
the schools’ fault, like, 
state testing is not school 
testing. 

negative outlook the teacher has a negative outlook 
of standardized testing 

State testing is always 
one of the most stressful 
parts of my job, and I 
hate that it was dragged 
out over two weeks. 

positive outlook the teacher has a positive outlook 
of standardized testing 

I figure if the kids always 
get those questions right, 
it will look good on me 
and raise my stock in the 
eyes of the classroom 
teachers. 

student population any issues related to the 
demographics, class sizes, or 
number of students enrolled in the 
school 

So, it’s a pre–K to 3 
school but I don’t see 
pre–K. 

class size refers to any experiences or issues 
related to the number of students 
in any particular class 

Each class is self-
contained as a 
homeroom, and I have 
between 18 and 22-23 
kids in each class. 

negative effect negative effect of class size So, if you’re having those 
larger class sizes that 
means the homeroom 
teacher has those large 
class sizes, as well? All 
day, yes. 

positive effect positive effect of class size But, yeah, they do a 
pretty good job of trying 
to keep it low. Uhm, the 
smaller class sizes are 
usually, uh, the inclusion 
classes. 

demographics refers to any issues related to 
demographics like ethnicity, race, 
gender, or immigrant status of the 
students enrolled in the school 

We have been 
predominantly Latino, 
uhm, Spanish descent, 
and then lately, it’s been 
coming to around 60% 
Latino, and now, 30% 
African-American. 
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very little diversity teacher expressed a lack of 

diversity among her students 
But yeah, it’s not, not 
very diverse at all. 

English language learners any issues or experiences related to 
students learning to speak English 

But, I did learn from a 
class at ESL class before 
that like... hey, these 
students can still 
understand gestures, and, 
I teach by rote, they’re 
gonna have to go off my 
voice for this one. 

enrollment numbers refers to any issues related to the 
total number of students enrolled 
in the school 

Like, my first year I only 
had about 350, this year, 
I think we’re at 428 or 
something. 

grade levels taught refers to the particular grade levels 
the teacher teaches 

I have a K–1 mix. 

student mobility refers to the phenomenon of 
students either enrolling or leaving 
the school during the school year 

The population coming 
and going; it’s like a 
revolving door; they’re 
here, they’re not, they’re 
here, they’re not; they 
come back, they leave.... 
we got a lot of students 
that were, like, kicked out 
of public school. 
 
 

students with special needs any issues or experiences related to 
students with cognitive or physical 
disabilities 

Like, in some of my 
classes I have kids with 
Downs, and kids that, you 
know, other autism and 
Cerebral Palsy, anything, 
they’re gonna be in my 
classroom. 

support of an aide not 
needed 

teacher expresses no need for a 
paraprofessional aide 

Because a lot of times the 
assistants are just sitting 
there with the kids with 
severe problems, and in 
my experiences, uhm, 
tend to act out to get the 
assistant’s attention more 
than they would if the 
assistant wasn’t there. 
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support of administrators any issues or experiences related to 

administrator support of the 
teacher, her efforts, or the music 
program 

I do have administrative 
support in my school, 
which is very helpful. 

negative experience the teacher had a negative 
experience related to administrator 
support 

Hearing numerous 
complaints about our 
administration at the 
union meeting had a 
negative impact on me. I 
am ready to work for a 
new principal who 
supports the arts. 

neutral support experience with administrator 
support was neither good nor bad 

I don’t think that I’m 
necessarily seen as a 
babysitter; I think that’s 
a little over-dramatic. 

positive experience the teacher had a positive 
experience related to administrator 
support 

My assistant principal is 
very supportive. I feel like 
I could call him at any 
time, and he either comes 
to me for help, or I can 
send a kid to him, so I 
feel like he is very 
supportive. 

support of colleagues any issues or experiences related to 
colleague support of the teacher, 
his or her efforts, or the music 
program 

And I have this other 
music teacher in the 
building, which we get 
along, but she’s there 
always for me, but then I 
have this... army behind 
me. 
 

negative experience the teacher had a negative 
experience related to colleague 
support 

 I’ll be honest... there’s 
some colleagues I do not 
feel I get support from, 
and they’re not ones I 
really converse with on a 
daily basis, only when 
they drop off their kids. 

positive experience the teacher had a positive 
experience related to administrator 
support 

It’s nice to feel 
supportive, or supported, 
by other teachers. 

support of parents any issues or experiences related to 
parent support of the teacher, his 

Like, they don’t come to 
me during parent-teacher 
conferences, they don’t, 
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or her efforts, or the music 
program 

you know, they don’t 
come, uh, ask what my 
programs are, are about. 

negative experience the teacher had a negative 
experience related to parent 
support 

There are some parents 
at my school who think 
their child can do no 
wrong, and there have 
been times where I felt 
blamed for their actions. 

positive experience the teacher had a positive 
experience related to parent 
support 

I had great feedback from 
the parents about the 
show. They really 
enjoyed it, even though 
it’s my least favorite 
show of all time! 

teacher autonomy the teacher feels a sense of agency 
and uses it to act and to make 
decisions affecting her own 
program 

Uhm, I get to, I get to 
kind of call the shots.... 
on that. 

input into decision making refers to the degree to which the 
teacher is permitted to provide 
input into campus-wide or 
departmental decisions 

I don’t think any of us get 
to make any decisions 
because it’s not what we 
really do at our faculty 
meetings. 

negative experience the teacher has a negative 
experience related to teacher 
autonomy 

You know, it’s not good 
to feel like, you’re 
hounded, and it’s not 
good to feel like you’re 
micromanaged. 

positive experience the teacher has a positive 
experience related to teacher 
autonomy 
 
 
 

So, I feel like I have a lot 
of control, and I do love 
that about what I’m 
teaching. 

teaching my way degree to which the teacher 
participant is allowed to teach 
using pedagogical approaches and 
materials he or she prefers or 
believes are best for the students 

As far as my classroom 
goes, as long as I have a 
good observation, I can 
do whatever I want. 

teaching environment any issues related to the teacher's 
teaching space, equipment, 
supplies, or instruments 

I have a really amazing 
classroom, and that is 
very conducive to my 
position just because it 
used to be, my school 
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used to be a junior high, 
and my room was the 
band room, so it’s the 
size of two regular 
classrooms, so, I love my 
classroom. 

I have what I need teacher expressed not needing 
anything new 

I’ve bought a lot of stuff 
myself, I probably spend 
about $3000 a year 
between, like, trainings 
and instruments and stuff 
for my room, uhm, in my 
classroom, and, I just get 
what I need. 
 
 

instruments and equipment any experiences related to the 
instruments and teaching 
equipment available to the teacher 

This week I received 2 
new xylophones and 1 
new tubano from a grant 
that I wrote through 
Walmart. That was very 
exciting.   

negative outlook the teacher has a negative outlook 
or experience with any issue 
related to teaching space or 
equipment 

The ESL/ENL team 
coming back made this 
week more difficult. The 
contrast of having them 
out of the room last week 
and now having all of 
them back this week 
made my discomfort 
much more pronounced. 

positive outlook the teacher has a positive outlook 
or experience with any issue 
related to teaching space or 
equipment 

I hope to end up with a 
class set of xylophones 
before it’s all over with, 
so the kids won’t have to 
share, and I will be able 
to teach lessons in half 
the time. 
 

teaching space any experiences related to the 
teaching space available to the 
teacher including the size of the 
space, the lack of a dedicated 
classroom for music, or the 

And the class next door 
always complained; and 
it was like, “I have to do 
a lot of movement stuff, I 
don’t have a choice.” 
They didn’t get that. 
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condition of the teaching or 
classroom 

teacher evaluation any experiences related to the 
teacher being evaluated by his or 
her administrators 

And, when they come to 
observe me, I try to give 
an explanation at our 
observations that, this is 
what my objectives are, 
and these are what the 
kids are learning, and 
they see that through my 
teaching. 

negative experience any negative experience related to 
teacher evaluation 

<teaching partner> also 
mentioned that her 
administrator (the 
assistant principal) 
wanted to rank her as 
highly effective this year, 
but our principal denied 
him. We are both 
confused about this, 
because the principal 
does not observe 
<teaching partner>. 

positive experience any positive experience related to 
teacher evaluation 

The evaluation my AP 
made, was the self-esteem 
boost I needed and made 
me feel like I’m doing 
something right and 
made me want to work 
harder. 
 
 

Theme 2: Teacher Competence 

back to the classroom expressing a wish to return to 
classroom teaching after a hiatus 

I still felt like, “oh my 
goodness, I’m not in 
schools all the time, this 
is not, this is not the route 
that I wanna go for 
education.” 

being a musician outside of 
school 

activities related to engaging in 
music making apart from a school 
context 

I’m also involved in a 
wind ensemble, which 
I’m actually playing for 
this concert cycle for 
once in a while. 
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classroom management any issues or experiences related to 

student behavior 
I’m also getting tired of 
the constant need to 
correct behavior in these 
5th graders. 

balance fun and learning striking a balance between 
learning activities and the children 
having fun 

It’s a very fine line you 
walk, where you can be, 
like.... we’re gonna have 
fun, but we’re gonna 
learn... and you’re not 
gonna go crazy on me. 

dangerous/hurtful behavior any student behavior that caused 
danger or bodily harm 

He was a beater, like, he 
would start hitting his 
head on the wall or the 
floor. 

it has improved reflecting on how a teacher’s 
classroom management had gotten 
better 

Years ago, their 
behaviors would have 
bothered me, made me 
reconsider teaching and 
doing something else with 
my life. These behaviors 
don’t seem to bother me 
though. 

keep the kids engaged keeping the attention of students 
on instructional activities 

If you let 4th graders get 
bored, whatever happens 
to you is your own fault. 

negative experience any issue related to classroom 
management that was a negative 
experience for the teacher 

A 2nd-grade student was 
misbehaving, gave me 
attitude because I denied 
him a spot on a certain 
instrument, then sat out. 

positive experience any issue related to classroom 
management that was a positive 
experience for the teacher 

It’s a safe place, and the 
kids are little and they’re 
not.... yeah, they’re good 
kids. 

student behavior or attitude anything related to the behaviors 
of students 

At the beginning of the 
year, they were pulling 
each other’s hands. 

teacher response anything related to the actions or 
reactions of the teacher to student 
behavior 

That whole thought of 
classroom control that 
you have like when 
you’re, you first start, oh 
I have to, they have to be 
quiet, they have to listen; 
I care... much less if 
talking breaks out now, 
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because if they’re talking, 
they’re learning. 
 

don’t take it personally teachers not taking student 
misbehavior personally 

Sometimes we just have 
to take things with a 
grain of salt and move on 
because the next class is 
coming, and you just 
have to wish the best for 
those students who had a 
bad day. 

empathy and understanding using empathy and compassion 
when disciplining children for 
misbehavior 

I found myself being 
more empathetic to my 
students. 

I’m more patient now expressing more patience with 
student behavior due to added 
experience 

When I first started 
teaching? I would have 
been like, nope! We’re 
working, you know, this 
is serious stuff. 

tough love, hard on them disciplining students with 
consequences while expressing 
empathy for them 

They know I don’t like it, 
but they know that, “hey, 
if you break the rules, 
this is what has to 
happen.” And I even tell 
them if Miss ___ breaks 
the rules, then I’m gonna 
get consequences also, 
and I tell them, the rules 
are there to keep 
everyone safe and fair. 

competency any issues or experiences related to 
how much the teacher believes she 
is good at her job 

I certainly, uhm, built up 
a program that I’m 
decently proud of, I 
mean, there’s still plenty 
of room for improvement, 
but, y’know, decently 
proud of. 

feeling capable the degree to which the teacher 
feels she is capable of being 
successful at her job 

But at the same time, I’m 
not on their list of, well, 
and to be fair, I think I’m 
really good at my job. 

feeling discouraged any experiences or issues that 
cause the teacher to feel 
discouraged or negative about her 
abilities 

I’m sometimes not happy 
thinking that way and it 
gets me a bit discouraged 
about my job. 
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feeling encouraged any experiences or issues that 

cause the teacher to feel 
encouraged or positive about her 
own abilities 
 

However, seeing this 
mother agree with me 
gives me hope for her 
child and the other 
students in the school. 

feeling incapable the degree to which the teacher 
feels she is incapable of being 
successful at her job 

My first year it’s like, I 
cried and stressed so 
much because, things 
were not going the way 
as, like, my student 
teacher mentor did, or, 
you know, how it went 
before or how it worked 
with other classes. 

didn’t have elementary 
music as a child 

participant expression that she did 
not experience music class in 
elementary school 

I actually did not have 
elementary music, so 
uhm... 

didn’t turn out how I thought any expressions of career 
outcomes that were unexpected 

And, if I had gone to that 
one school, I never 
would’ve been here. 

first teaching experience the teacher recalls some of her 
earliest experiences with teaching 

I first started teaching at 
Girl Scout camp in the 
summers, uhm, singing 
songs with little kids and 
playing games. 

I had gotten rusty regaining teaching skills after a 
hiatus from classroom music 
teaching 

World Music Drumming 
Level I is really what 
turned that back around 
and made me remember 
everything I knew and got 
me back to thinking like a 
teacher. 

I needed to be better 
prepared 

the teacher expressed a desire to 
have received better teacher 
preparation in college 

I definitely think that I 
had a good experience in 
college, and had some 
good teachers, but I also 
wish that there’d just 
been more hands-on stuff. 

I wish I had known teacher expressed the desire to 
have known valuable information 
earlier 

I was like, “I didn’t get 
that ‘til my third year!” 

“I’m gonna keep getting 
better every year” 

being inspired by thinking about 
future growth due to increasing 
experience and professional 
development 

That, like, re-inspires me 
to keep learning... and 
keep growing, so... I have 
no intention of stopping, 
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I’m gonna keep getting 
better every year. No one 
can stop me! 

I’ve grown as a musician teacher expressed a perception of 
increased musical ability 
 

I am a much better 
musician, and a much 
better teacher than I was 
out of college. 

I’ve grown as a teacher teacher expressed a perception of 
increased teaching effectiveness 

I think it’s nice to be at 
this point in our careers 
where we can contribute 
more knowledgeably to 
the conversation, and so, 
that’s nice, and I see 
where my career could 
go with teaching. 

“it’s a lifestyle” referring to teaching as a busy 
profession with myriad 
responsibilities 

It’s also a lifestyle. I’m 
sorry, like, it’s after 
school right now, we’re 
doing school stuff, and 
even when you’re gonna 
be leaving, I’m still 
gonna be doing school 
stuff, even, tomorrow, I’m 
still gonna be doing 
school stuff! 

length of experience any statements related to the 
teacher’s length of experience 

This is my 7th year 
teaching in this district, 
my 5th year at this school 
at <school name 
redacted>. 

less emphasis on music 
literacy 

teacher expressed placing more 
emphasis on active music making 
more than music literacy 

The elementary music 
teacher cares very much 
if they can, like, read the 
music and that kind of 
thing. I care a little less 
about that because I feel 
like the chances of them 
actually getting a score, 
or, a piece of music in 
front of them are low. 

love of profession degree to which the teacher loves 
the profession of teaching 

It didn’t change a thing 
about how I feel about 
teaching. Every day has 
been the same, I look 
forward to coming to 
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school and seeing my 
students. 

belief in public schools expressing support for public 
schools as institutions 

And I do really believe in 
public education. 

I love my job overall sentiment of satisfaction 
with teaching and with the 
teacher's current school 
 
 
 

I love my school and I 
intend to return next 
year. They have to drag 
me out kicking and 
screaming. 

it’s a job overall perspective that teaching is 
first and foremost a job and to take 
the bad with the good 

I do like my school, but it 
is first and foremost a 
job.  I’m glad that I have 
a job, and I am lucky to 
have a job in my small 
town. 

keep on keepin’ on any issues or experiences in which 
the teacher expresses motivation to 
face challenges and continue in the 
present situation 

If change has to come, it 
has to come, but, it’s.... I 
always told myself that, 
“hey, I can outlast 
anyone that, else that’s 
here.” 

my music program matters teacher expressed a belief that her 
music program is important in the 
school’s community 

I hope that, like, once I 
get them here and they 
start trying, that they 
realize there is a way for 
them to be successful. 

not teaching what I expected whether the teacher was or is 
currently teaching what she had 
expected to teach during his or her 
college teacher preparation or 
whether the teacher is currently 
teaching something different from 
her original intention 

I went to college.... with 
[an] instrumental, K–12 
background; I always 
thought I was gonna be a 
band director. 

passion for music experiences or issues related to the 
teacher's passion for music as a 
subject or a desire to provide 
musical experiences to his or her 
students 

This week I felt grateful 
to be able to make music 
with my students and I 
felt proud to be able to 
see their growth as well 
as my own in the midst of 
the slump right before 
break. 

being competent at music teacher’s belief that children 
deserve to possess a degree of 
competence in music 

I guess my goal is just for 
them to be able to enjoy it 
and do it in a fun way 
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with their friends when 
the situations kinda 
randomly present 
themselves. 

builds discipline in people expressed beliefs that engaging in 
music builds discipline in students 

The wind ensemble 
director made it 
competitive and that 
drive to always want 
more, and, that’s what 
I’m trying to do for these 
kids because, some of 
them look like they just 
settle. 
 
 

music for learning’s sake expressions indicating a perceived 
value of music as a learning tool 
instead of only entertainment 

I wanna teach them how 
to think; I make them 
think about how to play a 
C, and my hope is that if 
you teach them to think 
about how to do 
something, then they 
can.... deduce how to do 
it later. 

music makes us better 
people 

expressing the important role 
music plays in making people 
better 

I want that in my life, and 
I want that for people, 
other kids too, like I want 
them to be able, to turn 
on a song and feel better. 

preparation degree to which the teacher feels 
prepared to accomplish a task 

I also wish I would have 
completed my lesson 
plans before the break. 

private teaching teacher discussed music teaching 
outside of the public-school setting 

I taught music once a 
week, and I taught 
Spanish once a week, and 
mixed it up to do both. 

professional development any issues related to professional 
development available to the 
teacher 

It’s nice to know that we 
have so much more to 
learn in our field. And 
that people in our field, 
and I think more than 
most, because y’know, I, I 
work with, we all work 
with everyone in the 
school. 
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achieving future goals teacher expressed goals for 

becoming a better practitioner or 
for providing better experiences 
for students 

It’s something I’m 
striving for, so I feel like 
I’ve gotten better at 
classroom management, 
lesson planning, 
incorporating movement, 
and... I still have things 
to work on. 

getting docked having salary or compensation 
reduced because of attending 
professional development out of 
district 

So that one I didn’t have 
to take off three days, but 
when I took off a half day 
to go to San Diego, they 
docked me a half day’s 
pay for taking off a half 
day to catch my plane. 

going above and beyond engaging in professional 
development beyond what 
supervisors expect 

I’m definitely motivated, I 
think more as a younger 
teacher... y’know, I’ve 
met a lot of older 
teachers like, oh well, 
we’re not going to take 
those workshops, we’ll 
only use it for two years, 
y’know... and whereas 
I’ll take every 
workshop... give me the 
workshop! I’ll go to it! 

I pay for PD myself sentiments related to the teacher 
paying for professional 
development out-of-pocket 

As I said, like, I spend 
probably close to $3000 
a year with between, uh, 
my professional 
development and stuff for 
my classroom. 

I use my own personal days sentiments related to the teacher 
using personal days to attend 
professional development 

Usually when I do go to a 
conference, like, that’s 
three days long, I have to 
get not paid one day, 
which, that’s a little 
tougher to swallow for 
me honestly. 

kids make me a better 
teacher 

teacher expressed belief that 
working with children was a 
natural form of professional 
development 

I mean I’ve just always 
been around kids, but 
living with kids full time, 
they’ve taught me so 
much, and they’ve 
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actually made me a much 
better teacher. 

learning on the job gaining experience and insight 
through actually working as a 
teacher 

So, I’ve really had to 
learn on my own, and 
I’ve turned to the Orff 
approach and the 
workshops, and it’s been 
fun for me growing as a 
teacher, and as a person 
and always looking for 
new ways to do things 
with the students. 

music-related PD any professional development that 
is content-specific to music 

We have five yearly 
workshops; I’m at all of 
them, uhm, I also took my 
Kodály Level I, which has 
been helpful in my 
teaching. 

my PD is funded by my 
school/district 

teacher recounted that the 
school/district paid for the 
teacher’s professional 
development 

I haven’t had to pay for 
that out-of-pocket, uhm, 
which is rare. You know, 
I know that, like, that 
costs lots of people 
thousands of dollars, so. 

negative experience any negative experience related to 
professional development 

That part dampens my 
satisfaction in being a 
music teacher in my 
school, but it gives me 
some drive to going back 
to learning new concepts 
and techniques to make 
myself better. 

non-music related professional development that is 
not content-specific to music 

There’s some lessons 
within the professional 
development, does not 
really apply to me, and, I 
kinda sit there and I just 
look up more resources 
on Pinterest or anywhere 
on my laptop for a new 
lesson... on my own. 

positive experience any positive experience related to 
professional development 

And during my Orff levels 
she saw a different 
person from when she 
observed during my 
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teaching, so, uhm, I just 
got stuck on it, I just love 
it. 

ran a daycare teacher recounted running a 
daycare from her home before 
teaching 

I stayed home for a year, 
and I had a friend who 
had three kids and she 
needed, uhm, child care, 
and so I stayed home and 
basically ran a daycare 3 
days a week out of my 
home with my kids and 
her kids together. 

ready to teach teacher expressed completing all 
requirements to begin a career in 
teaching 

I got a degree and it was 
mostly paid for by the 
city, which was great, 
and uhm, and I got to 
start teaching right away, 
and I did get a job here. 

surviving and making it 
work 

any experiences or issues related to 
the teacher surviving the present 
teaching situation by making 
things work despite adversity or a 
lack of resources or preparation 

I’ve kinda gotten to 
where, if I need to fly by 
my seat of my pants next 
week, it’s alright. You 
know, I have enough 
activities in my bank of 
knowledge now, I can just 
pull one out and just do 
it. 

teachers are a tough 
audience 

teacher referred to the difficulties 
of presenting professional 
development to fellow teachers 

They were kinda like, 
“well you’re not a 
teacher, so how can you 
teach me?” 

teaching takes enormous 
training 

teacher reflected on how much 
professional development teachers 
need and have 

Some people are just 
naturally good teachers, 
and they can stand up 
and teach, but having 
that background in 
psychology and process 
and the human brain and 
how all that works... I 
mean, there’s so much 
more to it, that’s nothing 
to do with just being able 
to get the idea across. 
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teaching with no guidance teacher expressed not having 

guidance from administrators or 
others to help her be successful 

They gave you no 
guidelines on how to 
teach. They really just 
wanted native speakers, 
and they were happy to 
have someone who was 
already in the country to 
apply, because, it was 
easier for them to 
interview, so I wound up 
doing that for two years. 
And, that was great, but I 
really had no guidance. 

various ways to learn teacher expressed sentiments about 
children learning in unique ways 
during music class that they don’t 
learn in their general classes 

And filling a gap, 
because they’re not 
learning that way in 
other areas of their week, 
so that’s been good. So, 
I’m grateful for that. 

we’re all still learning teacher expressed sentiment that 
she and all music teachers are still 
learning no matter their level of 
experience 

Even the masters still 
learn something new 
every day. I surprised 
<name redacted> once 
or twice before, and I 
was like, “oh my gosh, I 
know something she 
doesn’t.” 

wearing two hats at the same 
time 

teacher expressed the sentiment 
that she believes she is teaching 
more than just music through her 
music instruction 

I follow it loosely 
because, you know, I’ve 
kind of also, I have two 
multiple layers going in, 
into my music, because 
I’m teaching language 
through music, I have 
slightly different 
outcomes than maybe a 
normal music teacher, 
uhm, but not, not too 
much though. 
 

work–life balance refers to any experience or issue 
related to the teacher balancing his 
or her personal life with 
teaching/work responsibilities 

I have two children of my 
own, so, life is a little 
hectic right now for my 
own professional growth. 
I’m not doing all the 
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workshops on the 
weekend that I would like 
to. I always put them 
down, and then there’s 
like a birthday party to 
go to, or instead. 

avoid burnout teacher spoke of ways to avoid 
developing teacher burnout 

Even more so, I need to, 
like, have my work life 
and my home life, and 
I’m really gonna strive 
this summer to get things 
organized, so I don’t get 
burned out. 

I need a break teacher spoke about needing a 
break from school for a few days 

I know that I need the 
break to refresh to make 
it through the end of the 
year. 

negative experience negative experiences related to 
work–life balance 

I feel like I’m probably 
not as good of a mom as I 
was before I started 
teaching simply because, 
by the end of the day, I 
am exhausted and don’t 
necessarily want to listen 
to children. I’m just kind 
of tired of it and I’m like, 
“okay, I don’t want to 
talk about school 
anymore, just don’t 
wanna do it.” 

positive experience positive experiences related to 
work–life balance 

I try not to take work 
home, uhm, I think what’s 
fun now is that, like, I can 
take, like, as a music 
teacher you can take 
work home, and, like, it 
doesn’t seem like work. 

worked in the arts, not 
teaching 

issues or experience related to arts-
related jobs that were not teaching 
music 

So, I wound up coming 
back to the States, and 
got a job in music, what’s 
it called, arts 
administration, and I was 
working with opera 
singers, and conductors, 
and doing their 
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schedules, and all this 
kind of stuff with 
professionals. 

Theme 3: Teacher Relatedness 

being a team player expressing a desire to look past 
personal needs to help out 
colleagues and the school 

I try just to make their 
jobs as easy as possible, 
do what I’m asked to do, 
and.... do my job well and 
help where I can. 

cultural differences any issues or experiences related to 
differences among the culture(s) 
within the school community or 
the culture(s) of the students and 
the culture of the teacher, his or 
her colleagues, and his or her 
administrators 

Like, the role of the 
teacher is to teach, and 
the role of the parents is 
to provide what the 
students need at home, 
uhm, it’s not often, like, 
the American perception. 
American teachers expect 
that American families 
are helping out with the 
education at home. 

equally important as other 
fields 

expressing the sentiment that 
teaching is equally important as 
other professions 

It just, it drives me crazy, 
and I definitely think that 
we should be on the same 
level as all other 
professionals who care 
for children. You know, 
doctors.... 

everyone is busy sentiments recognizing how busy 
everyone at school is 

And the fact that myself 
and everyone are busy in 
our own worlds. 

everyone is stressed sentiments recognizing how 
stressed everyone at school is 

Yes, the delightful time of 
year where classroom 
teachers are stressed to 
the max and special 
teachers get no planning 
for however long the 
testing season lasts. 

feel like an outsider sentiments the teacher expresses 
about feeling like an outsider in 
the school community 

If you’re from here, you 
don’t really hang out 
with people who aren’t 
from here. It’s kind of a 
<town redacted> thing, 
y’know, so it’s very hard 
to break into that world. 
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feeling valued the degree to which a teacher feels 

valued by others 
And I don’t know, but, 
I’m just not valued, I 
guess.... in that capacity 
here.... 

by society at large feeling valued as a teacher outside 
the context of the school 
community 

Not being treated like an 
equal in the world of “is 
this subject important?” 
“is this worth doing?” 

negative experience negative feelings associated with 
not being valued 

It makes me feel more 
like I’m a babysitter than 
a teacher. 

neutral experience feelings neither negative or 
positive related to feeling valued 

It depends on the 
teacher... it depends on 
the grade level, y’know. 

positive experience positive feelings associated with 
not being valued 

It was nice to be thought 
of, as I mentioned, when 
the administration 
actually needed song 
suggestions. 

taken for granted the teacher feels taken for granted 
by others 

But it was very 
frustrating to not have my 
time valued. 

valued by administrators degree to which the teacher feels 
valued by her administrators 

My AP’s starting to see it 
as an educational thing, 
because she has to come 
and observe 
and there’s certain stuff 
she has to see evidence, 
see if I’m reaching that, 
and she’s saying like, 
“okay, so this makes 
some sense.” 

valued by colleagues degree to which the teacher feels 
valued by her colleagues 

The idea is intriguing, 
and it’s flattering that she 
thought so highly of the 
practice that she wanted 
more training in it. 

valued by parents degree to which the teacher feels 
valued by her students' parents 

Some parents were able 
to see that what I’m 
doing is a good thing and 
it makes me very happy to 
be at my school. 

valued by students degree to which the teacher feels 
valued by her students 

I’m really trying, and 
these kids see I’m really 
trying, those have been, 
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at least, the most uplifting 
ones. 

here to do my job any expressions of the importance 
of work over social interactions 
with colleagues 

I am not here to make 
everybody happy. 

highly politicized any experiences related to the 
inside politics of a school district’s 
hiring and tenure practices 

And it was a highly 
politicized environment. 
So, the way it was 
explained to me, was that 
my contract was just not 
going to be renewed from 
my first job. 

I’m in the community the teacher is actively involved in 
the community in which the school 
is situated 

So, uhm, I feel like I know 
much more now, than I 
did, uhm, about the 
community and about 
what happens and, you 
know, where to go for 
what and that kind of 
thing. And if I... don’t 
find out about it, I know 
who to ask. 

involving parents the teacher actively found ways to 
engage parents in the music 
program to educate them about it 

So, the workshop is for 
the parents to learn about 
music. I make it, like, 
let’s all make music 
together. 

language barrier the teacher expressed difficulty 
with a situation due to a language 
barrier 

I’m also a little bit 
nervous to call home 
because of the language 
barrier. 

mentoring issues or experiences related to 
mentoring others or being 
mentored by others 

I have been mentored my 
first year, back in 2011 
by a really seasoned 
teacher that I still keep in 
contact with, and I still 
get advice from my 
supervising teacher from 
my student teaching. 

being mentored issues or experiences related to 
being mentored by a more 
experienced teacher 

She took me under her 
wing; we were very close. 
We’re still close, I invited 
her to my baby shower, 
actually, so she inspired 
me to be a music teacher. 
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I’ve been there sharing experiences or stories with 

students about challenges similar 
to the ones they are experiencing 

I tell them this all the 
time, especially 5th 
grade. I hated my middle 
school years, it was not 
my best or favorite, and I 
told them I made the best 
of it until I got to high 
school, and that’s where I 
flourished. But middle 
school was like.... the 
only thing I enjoyed 
about it was band. 

mentoring others issues or experiences related to 
mentoring a teacher with less 
experience 

I feel like I’m at the point 
where I can help younger 
teachers; I have two 
mentees, uhm, in my 
district in their first year 
of music teaching, and I 
feel like I have enough 
knowledge that I can help 
them. 

negative experience experiences related to mentoring 
or being mentored that were 
negative 

My other mentee, 
<redacted>, rarely 
writes in our journal. 
This is frustrating to me 
because I am still 
required to document our 
communication. 

neutral experience experiences related to mentoring 
or being mentored that were 
neutral 

Last week I did not really 
have any 
mentor/mentoring 
experiences. 

positive experience experiences related to mentoring 
or being mentored that were 
positive 

I value the mentor/mentee 
program, and I am glad 
that I have a chance to 
help new teachers. I will 
continue to serve as a 
mentor even if I transfer 
schools next year. 

they inspired me experiences or stories the teacher 
shared about being inspired by a 
mentor 

The person who inspired 
me to be just a music 
teacher, not specifically 
elementary, was my 
private flute instructor. 
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mutual support teacher recounted helping 

colleagues with the expectation 
that she could also ask for help 
later 

And then I can ask the 
favor back, right? So, 
like, when it’s 3rd-grade 
concert time, or, we do a 
lot of favors for each 
other. 

professional network any issues or experiences related to 
the teacher's interactions with 
other music teachers through 
networking 

I’m part of my local 
chapter, and I serve on 
the executive board. I’m 
the membership 
coordinator, so I’m in all 
the behind the scenes 
planning, so we get really 
great clinicians to our 
chapter. 

feeling connected and 
supported 

positive experience from 
interacting with other music 
teachers 

I’ve found organizations 
that have been helpful, 
and that’s been the way 
of connecting 
professionally in person. 

feeling isolated or alone negative experience from 
interacting with other music 
teachers or feeling isolated or 
alone because of no interactions 
with other music teachers 

I guess I just feel so 
isolated in my little world 
that, like, it’s hard to.... 
nobody wants to hear it. 

feeling neutral neutral feelings about experiences 
related to professional networking 

I really didn’t connect 
with other teachers a lot 
this week. 

online or via social media any networking or professional 
development that takes place 
online, for example, through 
Facebook or other online groups 

And then Facebook has 
been amazing because of 
all of that. 

relationships quality of a teacher's interactions, 
both socially and professionally, 
with colleagues, students, 
administrators, and parents 

I mean, we get along 
face-to-face and 
everything is fine. 

I need my space teacher expressed need for 
personal space away from others 

While all these 
interactions have been 
positive, the effort 
involved in being social 
all day long is too much 
for me. 

it’s neutral neutral feelings about relationships 
with colleagues and administrators 

I didn’t feel like I got to 
interact much with any 
other staff because since 
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we were getting back 
from Spring Break. 

negative experience negative feelings about 
relationships with colleagues and 
administrators 

The group vibe continues 
to be intimidating and 
awful. 

positive experience positive feelings about 
relationships with colleagues and 
administrators 

The experiences made me 
feel like I was part of an 
actual team. 

with administrators experiences related to the teacher’s 
relationship with administrators 

I like him. I don’t know if 
he values music either. 
I’m not sure his views on 
that, but he seems more 
genuine than my 
principal. 

with colleagues experiences related to the teacher’s 
relationship with colleagues 

I feel like there’s some 
cliques here at the 
school. 

helping my colleagues experiences and stories related to 
the teaching helping her colleagues 

When we had Specials 
night, no one volunteered 
to help, and I was like, I 
had to call in a couple 
teachers, that’s it, 
because they said, “oh, 
call me in case you got, 
no one.” I was like, 
really? 

with parents experiences related to the teacher’s 
relationship with parents 

But even some parents, I 
can’t even reach, but, 
there’s been, like, one or 
two parents who have 
been, supportive, like in 
the past, like. 

with students experiences related to the teacher’s 
relationship with students 

I know that kids are 
excited to come to my 
class, so I know that I 
they feel that, too. 

friends but also with respect expressed sentiments of being 
friends with kids but also 
expecting respect 

It’s more like a 
“friends,” but also 
expecting that respect. 

I’m also like a mom to them expressed sentiments of a teacher 
who is also perceived like a mom 
to students 

Three years ago, I would 
never have invited any of 
my 4th graders to my 
house, because, that 
would’ve been weird, 
and, they didn’t know me, 
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but now, I’m in a world 
where I know all of them 
all the time. 

maintain appropriate 
distance 

expressed sentiments of the 
teacher keeping personal distance 
from students 

I just think it’s important 
to, I mean, there’s a 
professional relationship 
where, there’s lines that 
you don’t cross, you 
know, like, you would in 
any professional 
relationship. 

too many students to know 
well 

expressed sentiments about the 
teacher having too many students 
to really know personally 

I see over 500 students 
and I wish I knew all 
about them like their 
classroom teachers, but I 
don’t have the luxury of 
time as I see them only 
once a week for 50 
minutes. 

teachers matter teacher expressed the sentiment 
that she and her job/profession 
matter 

Oh, I think it’s absolutely 
a profession, I mean you 
have to be professional, 
you have to go to more 
college to do this than 
you have to do to be 
President! 

thinking our job is easy teacher expressed frustration that 
colleagues and others perceived 
teaching elementary general music 
as being easy 

There are some teachers 
who think that our job is 
easy, and it’s not. 

value music as a subject teacher expressed sentiments about 
the value others place on music as 
a school subject 

I hope the new teacher at 
my school continues to 
provide grade-level 
performances to create a 
culture that values the 
arts. 

assessing students any issues or experiences related to 
the teacher assessing students for 
music class 

Everybody gets an “S” 
for satisfactory, even if 
they don’t deserve an 
“S”, everyone gets an 
“S.” 

educating administrators any issues or experiences related to 
the teacher educating 
administrators about music as a 
subject 

I think it’s really great 
that, like, you’re able to 
educate your 
administration. My 
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administration does not 
want to be educated. 

negative impression teacher had a negative experience 
related to others valuing music as a 
subject 

I don’t feel like the school 
is communicating to 
parents when they are 
leaving my kids, by 
leaving their kids out and 
that really frustrates me 
too. 

positive impression teacher had a positive experience 
related to others valuing music as a 
subject 

So, the fact that there’s a 
policy in place to protect 
that time at all, uhm, is a 
step forward from when I 
started. 

Theme 4: Nurture and Care for Children 

disliked a kid experiencing feelings of dislike for 
a student due to student 
misbehavior 

And you just had to hold 
on ‘til they were done, 
and, I hate, that was the 
other part of why I 
wanted to quit, because 
the fact I thought like, the 
fact that I could almost 
loath a child. 

“I’m the reason students 
want to come to school” 

expressing the importance of 
music class and the relationship of 
the music teacher with her students 

I’m the reason that 
students want to come to 
school. 

leave your problems at the 
door 

teacher separated personal stress 
and personal issues from teaching 
children 

Because, it’s just like, we 
all gotta put it away for a 
little bit and come back. 
We can come back, 
because, yeah, it can be 
dealt with later. 

love my community the teacher expresses a love for the 
school community 

My community is so, so 
special, uhm, I’ve been 
there since the school 
began. 

love students performing expressions of love for students 
engaging in musical performance 

The musical was a 
positive experience, 
which made me feel like I 
am making a difference 
in my students’ lives. I 
am providing them with 
performance 
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opportunities that will 
create lifelong memories. 

making a difference issues or experiences that cause the 
teacher to realize her ability to 
make a positive difference in 
students' lives 

I just know even on my 
hardest days, I’m making 
a difference... maybe not 
to every kid every day, 
but I am reaching them. 
Even if they don’t look 
like they’re listening. 

music as therapy engaging in music activities 
improves one’s mental health 

I got him to where he had 
a favorite stuffed animal 
bear and, uhm, and he 
would show me how he 
was feeling with the bear, 
and I would play on the 
guitar, play on the piano, 
whatever he, whatever 
emotion he was showing. 

music is fun teacher expressed sentiments that 
engaging in music making was fun 
in and of itself 

Music just for the fun of 
it, you know, not 
necessarily that it has to 
be anything formal. 

music is too inaccessible to 
people 

teacher expresses belief that 
normal people tend to feel 
excluded from engaging in making 
music 

But these kids are 
growing up in a world 
where their parents won’t 
sing anymore, because 
their parents grew up in a 
world where they were 
being told not to unless 
they were great. 

non-music teaching any time the teacher is actively 
teaching skills, concepts, or ideas 
that are not directly related to 
teaching music, including 
behavior, social skills, or even 
other academic subjects like 
reading, math, or ESL 

I teach some of the kids 
loom knitting. It’s almost 
like a little club, cause 
I’m such a knitting 
person. 

teaching kindness, empathy, 
and teamwork 

any teacher expressions about 
teaching children kindness, 
empathy, and teamwork 

Well, I also feel like I 
have a big responsibility 
to teach empathy. 

teaching manners and 
respect 

any teacher expressions about 
teaching children to have manners 
and respect for others 

Lots of repetition helps, 
but even with the 
procedures and routines, 
like I said before, a lot of 
teaching behavior. 
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teaching other subjects teacher recounted experiences or 

issues related to teaching subjects 
other than general music 

I’m an ESL teacher with 
a music degree, so, they 
turn me into the 
“language through 
music” teacher, like, 
seven years ago, and I 
was like “I’m not gonna 
teach music,” and they 
didn’t really have vision 
for that, like, what they 
wanted that to look like. 

nurture and care of children any experiences or issues related to 
the teacher demonstrating care for 
students 

I think it’s because they 
know I really love their 
kids, y’know, when you 
have a teacher who’s 
taken care of your 
children, I think you’ll do 
anything to them. 

being there for students teacher is present and ready to 
meet students’ needs 

I am here for the kids, 
and when things like that 
happen, there is usually a 
wonderful moment with a 
student that just erases 
that kind of negativity. 

caring for kids teacher engages in providing care 
for students 

I would almost say half a 
parent compared to their 
general one, of course 
partial parent. 

children are fun teacher expressed an enjoyment 
for working with children 

I would much rather, if 
you gave me a choice of, 
like, standing around the 
water cooler talking to 
adults, or playing with 
kids, I’d be like “we’ll 
I’ll be over here” with 
the kids. 

protecting students teacher expressed the desire to 
protect their students from harm 

If they’ve seen Mr. David 
at school stuff, then 
they’re gonna know he’s 
a safe person to talk to if 
something ever 
happened, you know, if 
they run into him, or if 
they need a place to go, 
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or someone to talk to that 
they can have that. 

treat children like real 
people 

teacher expressed treating children 
with dignity and respect 

I think adults don’t 
always treat kids like we 
want to be treated, and I 
feel like a lotta times we 
treat kids, like dogs. 

worry for students’ future teacher expressed concern for the 
well-being of students in the future 

I start to worry about 
them after they leave 
elementary. 

providing the ability to 
create 

giving students educational 
opportunities to be creative 

They are such a joy 
because they really enjoy 
being there and creating. 
We created movements in 
groups to the book 
“Goodnight Owl” and 
performed them. I just 
love watching them be 
the creators. It’s great. 

students’ problems teacher encouraged students to 
focus on music class rather than 
their outside problems 

Because, I try to teach 
the kids too, like, you 
gotta leave your 
problems at the door. 

teacher’s problems teacher expressed desire to focus 
on music class rather than her 
outside problems 

I tell them I leave mine at 
home, because I can’t 
bring it to you guys; I 
don’t wanna bring it to 
you, period. 

watching children learn and 
progress 

expressions of desire to see 
children grow and progress 
educationally 

Watching the kids grow 
up is just rewarding, like, 
just watching them go 
from, y’know, being 3rd 
grade, these little short 
monkeys that come in 
that can, you know, 
barely reach my belly 
button, and then when 
they leave 5th grade, 
they’re three feet taller 
than me. 

learn to see the world 
through others’ eyes 

teaching children to perceive 
issues from another’s perspective 

I kinda feel like it’s my 
responsibility to make 
sure they can think 
outside the soapbox that 
they’re in and to listen 
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and understand people, 
but also to understand 
that, when something 
comes from a certain 
point of view, it doesn’t 
make it true for 
everybody. 

their self-esteem improves expressions about music’s capacity 
to increase self-esteem 

I feel like it brings up 
their self-esteem a little 
bit more. 

may be their last musical 
experience 

teacher expressed the sentiment 
that their music class might be the 
last experiences for students to 
engage in music making 

The reality is that you 
don’t know how long 
they’re gonna be in your 
program, or in any 
program, so I get that 
feeling of like having to 
pack it in and.... but then 
we are their experience, 
and hopefully they’ll be 
able to find it... outside, 
and.... beyond. 

parents want them to stay 
and not leave 

teacher recounts how students’ 
parents want their children to stay 
in the community and not leave 

Their parents want them 
to stay here. Uhm, they 
don’t want us telling 
them about, great things 
in the world, because, 
they want them to stay 
and take care of them 
when they’re older. 

socioeconomic status any issues or experiences related to 
the socioeconomic status of the 
students enrolled in the school 

We are actually 100% 
free-reduced lunch. 

basic needs of students any experiences or stories related 
to students lacking basic 
necessities 

A lot of them simply don’t 
have resources at home. 
They either don’t have 
clothes that fit, or, you 
know, they come to 
school on Monday and 
they’ll eat four 
breakfasts, because they 
really haven’t eaten very 
much all weekend. 

teachers help provide any experiences or sentiments the 
teacher recounted about  

Then just in general, like 
I, we kind of all do it as 
teachers, but we’ll take 
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turns there getting 
clothes for kids. 

funding from Title I any issues or experiences related to 
Title I funding provided to the 
teacher participant's school 

So, honestly, I don’t pay 
a lot of attention to where 
our Title I money goes, 
because it doesn’t go to 
me. 

for students Title I funding that benefits the 
students in some way 

I don’t know much about 
it; all I know is that it 
does provide free food for 
the students. 

for teachers Title I funding that benefits the 
teacher in some way 

Honestly, I don’t think 
I’ve ever gotten any Title 
I funds in my music 
program. I think it buys a 
box of paper for the 
teachers every year. 

little physical activity teacher expressed that students are 
not physically active enough 

So, they’re on iPads way 
too much. 

under-supervision or parents 
work a lot 

teacher recounted stories of 
students with inadequate 
supervision at home 

Or they’ll come to school 
with, like, stories of how 
they haven’t seen their 
parents all weekend.... 
that they’ve pretty much 
been left alone. 

student performances any issues or experiences related to 
providing performance 
experiences for students, including 
preparation, rehearsal, or 
performing 

So, it’s a really short 
show and the note was so 
sweet, so it got me 
thinking like how can I 
make the show a little bit 
longer? But, I don’t, we 
don’t have the capacity 
for it, but you know, those 
kinds of feedback it’s 
great. 

too much emphasis on 
performing 

teacher expressed a feeling that 
there was an over-emphasis on 
children performing on stage 

But I do wanna also 
figure out ways of 
sharing the other work 
because parents should 
know what kids are doing 
when they’re not on 
stage; they can just be 
music makers and not 
always on stage. 
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teachers adapt to meet 
students’ needs 

teacher expressed making changes 
to instructions or routines to meet 
the needs of students 

Unless you know how to 
present it in another way, 
that this other kid might 
grab onto, you know, you 
can’t just teach it one 
way. 

Codes Not Associated with Any Particular Theme 

“don’t see myself leaving” expressing the desire to teach long-
term at one particular campus 

I’ll have my down 
moments, and my up 
moments, but it’s just 
like, I really just do like 
being here, where I am 
now; I don’t see myself 
leaving, if, they gotta take 
me out kicking or 
screaming or something 
bad just has to happen to 
me. 

school is my refuge expressing the feeling that 
engaging in teaching elementary 
general music was an escape from 
stresses outside the school 
environment 

This has just been the one 
place where it’s just 
been... I kinda been 
looking forward to 
coming to school lately 
more, cause... it’s just, 
ugh, other underlying 
factors. 

everyday teaching 
experiences 

any experiences or stories related 
to everyday instruction in music 
class 

I wish I did more review 
with my lessons, maybe 
stuff each grade level has 
done from the past to 
enforce the objective I’m 
teaching. My students 
have been way too 
attentive sometimes to the 
point where they are 
unable to perform 
without me. 

feeling neutral feeling neither positive or negative 
about a situation at school 

My interactions have not 
really had an effect on my 
satisfaction in the last 
week. 

give it a try acting in a way in which the 
teacher is not yet certain of the 

Yeah, so I think, I think 
part of that was just kind 
of trying it out. 
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outcome but is willing to take the 
risk for potential benefit. 

grass is greener refers to thoughts about moving to 
a different school for an easier or 
more positive teaching situation. 

It’s a little bit more 
affluent.... still in a Title I 
school, but it’s a little 
more, chill...on the west 
side of the city, so I’m 
hoping to move to a 
smaller school there. 

anticipate a better situation any expressions of thinking 
another school would be a better 
teaching environment 

The population is less, 
uhm, it’s less people, that 
are coming from out of 
country, so that will be a 
little bit easier for me 
with the language 
barrier. 

external reasons external reasons, beyond the 
school setting, that are related to 
why a teacher remains in his or her 
present school or school district 
and doesn't leave or move 

Another reason I’ve 
stayed is, my husband 
works in a city nearby, 
and this is about a 20-
minute drive for both of 
us, it’s at a good 
location, uhm, I do want 
to transfer to a different 
school in the district, 
though. 

not satisfied with present 
position 

expressions of not being satisfied 
with the teacher’s current school 

My worry is that if it 
keeps happening, I will 
become bitter and 
resentful towards my 
administrators. 

satisfied with present 
position 

expressions of being satisfied with 
the teacher’s current school 

Right now, I have every 
intention of continuing in 
my position teaching K-3 
music next year at my 
school. 

I wanted to leave any teacher expressions about 
wanting to quit their current job or 
quit the teaching profession 

Yes, absolutely! Uhm, 
especially this year, 
simply because, they’ve 
taken almost all of my 
planning time away. 

I was ill; didn’t feel well illness affecting the teacher’s 
ability to teach 

There have been moments 
where my asthma gets 
stressed induced because 
of all the energy I put in 
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to keep myself calm, but 
most of all, the energy I 
give these students. 

incongruent expectations the expectations of the teacher 
don’t match the expectations of 
others 

They want me to teach all 
their subjects for them. 
And they want me, you 
know, or not for them but, 
you know, and I try to 
support it when I can. 

innovative idea the teacher suggests an innovative 
idea as part of her teaching job 

I suggested for books 
with illustrations that 
were problematic—
perhaps books that don’t 
represent 
students/children/families 
of color—that teachers 
read the story without 
showing the illustrations. 

inviting specialists the school invited outside 
specialist to teach the students 
certain subjects 

We have a special arts 
budget, uhm, I don’t 
know where they got the 
money from.... but we 
have, uhm, different art 
organizations come in; 
they come in and they 
provide visual arts 
instruction for a good 
part of the year. 

it could be worse the teacher expressed a belief that 
a situation could have been worse 
than it was 

Although, the students 
didn’t seem to mind, and 
it was probably better 
than trying to cram all 
the tests into 5 days. 

it could have gone better the teacher expressed a wish that a 
situation would have gone better 
than it did 

I wish that I had never 
had an altercation with 
another teacher. 

it was better back then teacher expressed a belief that 
things used to work better or be 
better in some way 

Like, when you were a 
kid you made sure that 
your behavior was good, 
because you knew your 
parents would do 
something about it. 

let go of the bad and move 
forward 

brushing aside concerns over 
problems and issues related to 

I will have all summer to 
let go of the bitterness 
that I have towards the 
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teaching and moving ahead to 
other things 

people that are 
disrespectful of my 
position. 

lost my job any expressions regarding the loss 
of the teacher’s job 

Basically, I didn’t have 
tenure, so I was bumped 
for somebody in the 
district that they wanted 
to put in that position. 

music and French major teacher majored in both music and 
French 

Uhm, so I was a French 
and music double major, 
and, I went to France, 
and stayed there. 

other ways to keep music in 
my life 

teacher expressed a need to have 
music in her life outside of 
classroom teaching 

I just didn’t have enough 
music in my life, like, I 
need music, but, it 
doesn’t have to be this 
way, necessarily, you 
know like, it could... I’m 
sure there’s another 
career out there 
somewhere where I could 
get the same exposure. 

others wanted to quit too teacher recounted that her 
colleagues also wanted to quit their 
current job 

This teacher, she’s been 
teaching 5th grade for a 
long time, switched to 
third.... she didn’t wanna 
do 5th grade ever again. 

parents were teachers teacher recounts that her own 
parents were also teachers 

My parents were both 
teachers. 

reflecting on my satisfaction teacher reflects on her decision of 
whether to continue teaching as a 
career 

I have been seriously 
considering whether or 
not this is what I want to 
do with my life. 

routine tasks teacher recounts weekly events 
that are routine and 
inconsequential to considerations 
of whether to remain in the job or 
leave 

I didn’t get to sit down 
with the kindergarten 
team about their end of 
year “moving up” but it 
should be fine.  I did 
email my principal about 
it last week but didn’t 
hear back from him. I 
will have to follow up 
with him, too. 

routines any issues or experiences related to 
established routines at the school 

Now, that usually means 
my classroom is a huge 
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mess, cause I never have 
time to clean it, so I never 
have time to, like, pick it 
up the way I want it to be. 

need for consistency teacher expresses the need for 
consistency in consequences for 
student misbehavior 

To keep it consistent, I 
can’t let him get away 
with that, and he got 
better after, but, uh, he 
did have to have his silent 
lunch on Monday. 

student routines any issues or experiences related to 
the daily routines of students 
anywhere in the school or during 
instructional time 

With many of the classes, 
I felt pretty drained 
because I felt as though I 
had to reteach rules and 
procedures again with 
these kids coming back 
from break. 

teacher routines any issues related to the routines in 
which the teacher engages, 
including classroom routines or 
daily routines apart from 
instructional time 

I have a planning period, 
technically, I have a 
planning period every 
day, but my planning 
period is from 7:45 to 
8:00 in the morning when 
I’m in the gym helping 
with bus duty. 
 

stress outside of school teacher recounts experiencing 
stress outside of the school 
environment 

There’s some other 
influences outside of 
school right now that are 
just... really stressing me 
out. 

“smaller places like this 
deserve just as much” 

expressing the belief that music 
teaching in rural areas was just as 
important as in urban or suburban 
areas 

You know, I honestly feel 
like smaller places like 
this deserve just as much 
as the bigger places. 

“teacher first, music second” any sentiments comparing the 
desire to be a teacher with the 
desire to work with music as a 
subject 

It’s always teacher first, 
and then there’s the 
music elements, of 
course. 

teaching English any experiences or sentiments the 
teacher shared about teaching 
English to students 

It benefits me at some 
point, of course, because 
I do have some students 
who can’t speak a lick a 
English, but I did learn 
from a class before that 
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like... hey, these students 
can still understand 
gestures, and, I teach by 
rote, they’re gonna have 
to go off my voice for this 
one. 

teaching went well teacher shared sentiment that her 
teaching went well on a particular 
day or for a class 

I had some very 
successful moments in the 
classroom, especially 
with some of the 4th 
grade classes concerning 
a drumming ensemble 
that we are learning. 

teaching’s not for me teacher expressed sentiments of 
doubt that she should be a teacher 

I swore up and down that 
I was never going to 
teach, as... most children 
I know of teachers have 
done, they wanted me to 
go to a state school if I 
was gonna teach, and I 
just said, “mmm, that’s 
not, that’s not what I’m 
gonna do.” 

there were challenges teacher expressed stories of 
difficult challenges to overcome 

After my first year, I 
actually got pink slipped. 
They fired 1,000 teachers 
during the summer, and 
since I was new that year, 
I was one of them. 

things going well overall teacher expressed sentiments that 
things were going relatively well 
with her teaching job 

The kids were great, 
despite the pressure, and 
we had a good week. The 
classes that I did have 
were productive and we 
did activities that were 
engaging and encourage 
movement. 

uncertainty teacher expressed feelings of 
uncertainty related to aspects of 
her teaching job 

But at the same time, 
there’s also the 
possibility I would do 
that for a year and then 
be like, “yeah, I’m 
done,” and, and wanna 
come back to teaching, 
so.... 
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unique rewards of music 
teaching 

teacher expressed feeling that 
teaching elementary general music 
has unique advantages and rewards 
over general classroom teaching 

You don’t get to have that 
immediate, uhm, you 
don’t get the immediate 
reaction from your 
students, and you don’t.... 
it’s really just not as 
rewarding. 

wanted to teach little kids teacher expressed sentiments that 
she is more comfortable teaching 
children at the elementary level 

I mean, I wouldn’t be 
unhappy in a high school 
situation, but I think I’m 
probably more at home at 
this level. 

wanted to teach music teacher expressed sentiment that 
she always knew she wanted to be 
a music educator 

I’ve known since I was 
young that I was 
interested in music 
education, uhm, since I 
was in about in 6th 
grade. 

“we’re stuck” teacher expressed the feeling that 
she is stuck in her job and has little 
opportunity to move to another 
position 

I would say that the 
reason that I’m at this 
school, where I am and 
the place I am is because 
my husband’s job is here, 
and his is not a job that is 
able to move, so.... we’re 
stuck. 

what else would I do? teacher expressed sentiment that 
she can’t imagine doing any other 
job than elementary general music 

When I had to think about 
what on earth I was 
gonna do after that, I was 
like, uhm... well, I’m 
stuck, I have no idea 
what to do. 

“what should I do next” speculation about future career 
plans 

I think that I would like 
to... actually get my 
doctorate and to teach, 
like, but like, I would love 
to teach a methods 
course. 
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