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Abstract of Dissertation 

Fostering Resilience in Beginning Special Education Teachers 

 
 This qualitative study identified perceptions of risk and resilience in four different 

teaching roles of first-year, secondary special education teachers in three school districts 

in a large metropolitan area.  

 The study sample consisted of nine women in their first year of teaching who 

were also completing the requirements of a master’s degree in teaching. They were asked 

to participate in semi-structured interviews using the Self-in-Relationships protocol. 

Participants chose three teaching roles that applied to them, selecting between inclusion 

teaching, self-contained teaching, case management, and an additional “other” role (e.g., 

coach, mentor, or tutor). They were asked to identify and to positively or negatively rank 

six “feeling” words they experienced in these roles. Participants then placed these feeling 

words on a diagram according to whether they felt the word was most, less, or least 

important to their identity as a teacher. Participants later viewed the resulting portrait and 

made observations about their teaching experiences overall. ATLAS.ti was used to 

manage and code data.  

 The study’s results indicated that participants felt the most positive in an “other” 

role (83.87% positive responses) or a self-contained role (81.82% positive responses) and 

less positive in the inclusion role (63.16% positive responses) and case management role 

(41.07% positive responses). When participants felt supported and perceived that they 

were making a difference, they felt the most resilient. When participants felt isolated and 

underprepared, they felt the least resilient.  
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 These findings highlight a need for support systems for new special education 

teachers—either in the form of formal induction or informal teams or mentors—and for 

professional development for all teachers about special education and best practices in 

inclusion. There is also a clear need for more direct instruction at the university and 

school levels about how to case manage. 
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Chapter I 
 

Introduction 
 
Overview 
 

On average, the teaching profession loses and must replace almost a fifth of its 

workforce each year (Planty et al., 2008, p. 51). The process of recruiting, hiring, and 

preparing new teachers has been estimated to cost the profession $2.2 billion dollars a 

year, money that might otherwise be spent to enhance curriculum, improve facilities, and 

provide professional development for teachers who stay (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2005). Special education teachers leave the field at a higher rate than their 

general education counterparts, and new special education teachers (those who have 

taught for 1-3 years) leave at a higher rate than their veteran counterparts (Boe, 2006). Of 

the special education teachers in a large national study who reported they wanted to leave 

the field immediately, participants stated that their workload was unmanageable, that they 

were not fully certified, that their paperwork interfered with their ability to teach, and that 

they were asked to serve students in more than four disability categories (Carlson, 

Brauen, Klein, Schroll, & Willig, 2002, p. 9). Conversely, those who indicated a desire to 

stay in the field said they were more likely to stay if they felt supported by their 

administration, said their workload was manageable, and said paperwork did not interfere 

with their teaching (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 9).  

Statement of the Problem 
 
 The shape of special education has changed greatly over the past 20 years; the 

most recent trend is toward a more inclusive service delivery model. Nearly half of all 

students identified as having learning disabilities spend almost 80% of their school day in 
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general education, or inclusion, classrooms (Boe, 2006, p. 148; Wasburn-Moses, 2005, 

p. 151). Special education teachers have been increasingly asked to work with students 

from more than one disability group and to coteach in multiple content-area classes such 

as math, science, and social studies (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 9; Wasburn-Moses, 2005, 

p. 153). These new demands have led to special education teachers spending more time 

consulting with other teachers and less time delivering individualized instruction to 

students (Wasburn-Moses, p. 156). Today, teachers who choose special education 

because they enjoy working with children often find themselves split across multiple 

roles in a school, with less and less time to work with students one-on-one or in small 

groups. Special education teachers who join the field face challenges that differ in type 

and magnitude from the challenges faced by their general education counterparts. Not 

only are they teaching a diverse population of students in multiple classrooms, but they 

also frequently encounter a lack of access to resources, behavior management issues, 

overwhelming paperwork, and little support or collaboration with colleagues and 

administrators (Billingsley, 2003; Billingsley, Carlson, & Klein, 2004; Gerhke & McCoy, 

2007; Griffin et al., 2009; Mastropieri, 2001; Schlichte, Yssel, & Merbler, 2005; 

Whitaker, 2001, 2003). These factors have contributed to the relatively higher attrition 

rate of special educators, especially beginners, as compared to general educators (Boe, 

2006). 

For schools to be successful, they need teachers who are able not only to stay in 

their schools but to thrive in them; they need teachers who are resilient. Under a 

resilience model, there must be protective factors that balance out risk factors in order for 
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resilience to occur. For special educators, risk factors related to teacher turnover include 

the challenges listed above, while protective factors include those things that might 

mitigate risk, such as a strong mentor and positive relationships with students. For many 

special educators, risk factors outweigh protective factors. This is particularly true for 

new special educators, who are at the most risk for leaving the field of education (Boe, 

2006).  

A limited amount of research has been done about resilience in teachers, some on 

suburban, some on rural, and some on urban teachers (see Chapter II for a review of 

teacher resilience literature). However, no research has focused solely on resilience in 

beginning special education teachers. This descriptive study provides an in-depth analysis 

of experiences of risk and resilience among beginning special education teachers in an 

effort to bridge this gap in the literature and provide insight about the ways different 

school settings promote or inhibit resilience in new special education teachers.  

Purpose and Research Questions 
 
 Because no research has been dedicated to identifying factors that affect the 

resilience of novice special education teachers, this study addresses this gap in the 

existing research base by providing a descriptive qualitative analysis of how first-year 

special education teachers experience risk and resilience across their multiple roles and 

responsibilities. The purpose of the study is to gain insight into the experiences of these 

teachers in order to identify what makes them resilient and how schools might support 

their resilience. Through an in-depth analysis and examination of risk and resilience in 
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this particular population, the study advances the knowledge base on resilience in special 

education teachers and informs future studies on the topic. 

The question for this study is as follows: 

How do beginning (first-year) special education teachers in secondary 

schools experience multiple school environments associated with their 

roles as teachers?  

Potential Significance 
 

All children have the right to strong, well-educated teachers. In schools where up 

to half of a teaching staff may change each year, students may encounter adults who are 

positive and caring but who are not a consistent presence in their lives. This descriptive 

study can inform the field of special education about how we can help beginning special 

education teachers to be resilient and thus create consistent school environments that 

support resilience in both teachers and students. If schools are able to hire teachers who 

are qualified in terms of content knowledge and skills and who are also likely to persist 

and thrive in the particular ecology of a school, then the children in that school are 

getting the best educators available. Knowing what factors unique to special education 

teaching environments are perceived to foster or inhibit resilience in these teachers can 

also inform administrators in the way that they structure and design the school climate. 

This study is also significant to the field because it allows teachers to define 

resilience in their own context rather than ascribes parameters of resilience to them. My 

aim was make sense of risk and resilience in the multiple environments of beginning 

special education teachers in terms of the meaning those teachers made of their varying 
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roles and responsibilities. As this was a specific population experiencing risk and 

protective factors not previously studied using a resilience framework, I thought it was 

most important to put teachers at the center of the inquiry so that their voices could be 

heard—an approach that is not often evident in the existing literature.   

Theoretical Framework 
 

Two conceptual frameworks helped to frame this study: Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological model and resilience theory.  

Ecological model. Under the ecological model, an individual is viewed as a 

product of his or her ecology (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). If one were to conceptualize this 

visually, an individual would be at the center of a series of concentric rings emanating 

from the most direct to the most indirect kind of impact. A teacher is largely impacted by 

his or her students, colleagues, and administrators (his or her “microsystem” in the ring 

closest to center) and is most indirectly impacted by federal policy makers or social 

norms (his or her “macrosystem” in the most outer ring). The significance of this lens is 

the notion that, as individuals, we do not navigate life in a vacuum; a number of outside 

influences affect our decisions each day. The notion that human beings are constantly 

interacting with their surroundings is significant to this work because it is important to 

examine not only new teachers’ environments but also their perceptions about and 

responses to those environments. See Figure 1 for a model of this framework. 

Resilience theory. Resilience theory asserts that at any given time an individual 

is encountering a balance of protective factors and risk factors, with risk factors 

comprising biological, individual, interpersonal, and community/organizational indices 
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that create vulnerabilities in people and protective factors mitigating the negative effects 

of those risks (Luecken & Gress, 2009, p. 243; Zautra, Hall, & Murray, 2009, p. 10). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. A visual representation of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model. Note that 
multiple microsystems interact to form the mesosystem. 

 

These influencing factors impact a person’s life and his or her reactions to challenges. If a 

person responds to a stressful event by making a “successful adaptation,” he or she is 

resilient (Zautra et al., 2009, p. 4). Within the teaching context, if teachers are able to 

continually respond resiliently over time, they are more likely to stay in the teaching field 

and to thrive therein. If teachers experience more risk than resilience, they are less likely 
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to thrive and less likely to stay. For the purposes of this study, it is important to note how 

teachers experience risk and resilience and how their professional ecology influences 

those experiences. 

Summary of Methodology 

This is a descriptive, qualitative study that captures how first-year special 

education teachers experienced risk and resilience in their professional lives and how 

their school environments fostered and inhibited resilience. Semi-structured interviews 

were conducted with nine first-year special education teachers. The interviews followed 

an adapted version of Harter and Monsour’s (1992) “Self-in-Relationships” (SIR) 

interview protocol that was piloted with special education teachers during the summer of 

2010. The interview protocol asked participants to use descriptive language to 

communicate their experiences in different layers of a school’s ecology, to identify those 

descriptors as positive or negative, and then to rank them from most important to least 

important by placing them on a diagram presenting a series of concentric rings emanating 

from most important to least important (Calverley, Fischer & Ayoub, 1994; Harter & 

Monsour, 1992; Simonsen, 2010; Wright, 2006). Once the diagram was completed, 

participants were asked to describe what they noticed. After interview data were 

gathered, analyzed, and interpreted, the data were presented once more to interview 

participants for their review in order to increase validity. 

Delimitations 

The delimitations of this study are the sample population, school sites, and timing 

of data collection. The purposeful sample was selected from a pool of 21 first-year 
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special education teachers who were prepared under the same teacher preparation model 

at George Washington University. These individuals had completed their teaching 

internship requirements, were in full-time paid special education teaching positions, and 

were completing their final course requirements for spring 2011 graduation. The nine 

teachers in the sample were employed at different schools across the Washington, DC 

metropolitan area and were selected because of their (a) willingness to participate and 

(b) diversity of teaching roles and responsibilities. Interviews were conducted in January 

and March of 2010. Preliminary analysis and findings were presented to participants in 

May of 2012 to allow them to review and assess findings and add additional data if they 

so desired. 

Limitations 

 While this study has the potential to contribute a great deal to the field of special 

education, it has several limitations. First, the study provides a qualitative, in-depth 

analysis of first-year special education teachers rather than a comparative analysis of 

first-year special education teachers and first-year general education teachers. The  

nature of qualitative research is focused on the personal experience and meaning made of 

individuals and is therefore not generalizable. 

 Future studies would do well to include a comparison group of general educators. 

To compare the experiences of beginning special education teachers to veteran special 

education teachers, future studies should also employ a comparison group of veteran 

teachers to examine similarities and differences along a professional development 
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timeline. This study was limited to secondary schools in one suburban metro area that 

comprises several school districts. While findings are bound by this area, the intent is that  

the depth of the data and analysis will prove useful for new special education teachers in 

different areas, even though results are not generalizable.  

Definition of Key Terms 
 
 Beginning special education teacher: For the purposes of this study, “beginning 

special education teacher” refers to a first-year special education teacher. In some 

literature, “beginning” can refer to teachers in their first 3 years of teaching. In those 

cases, I have specified that definition.  

 Case management: A series of duties outside of teaching responsibilities that 

includes writing Individualized Education Programs (IEPs); monitoring academic 

progress in multiple classes; holding IEP meetings; and communicating with parents, 

administrators, and stakeholders for a designated caseload of students with special needs.  

 Protective factor: “Processes that ameliorate the negative effects of adversity” 

(Luecken & Gress, 2009, p. 243). Other terms used interchangeably are core resources, 

promotive factors, and adaptive resources.  

 Risk: Biological, individual, interpersonal/family, and community/organizational 

indices that create vulnerabilities in individuals (Zautra et al., 2009, p. 10). 

 Resilience: “An outcome of successful adaptation to adversity” (Zautra et al., 

2009, p. 4).  

 Ecology: Multiple layers of context that influence a person’s life. 
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 Inclusion: According to the Council for Exceptional Children (n.d.), inclusion is 

“a term used to describe the ideology that each child, to the maximum extent appropriate, 

should be educated in the school and classroom he or she would otherwise attend. It 

involves bringing support services to the child (rather than moving the child to the 

services) and requires only that the child will benefit from being in the class (rather than 

having to keep up with the other students).” Inclusion can describe a teaching setting 

wherein a special education teacher provides specialized instruction in a general 

education classroom in the form of teacher consultation, small-group support, parallel 

teaching, or whole-class lesson delivery with a general education teacher (Cook & 

Friend, 1995).  

 Self-contained classroom: In 1982, Leinheart and Pallay defined a self-contained 

setting as a “homogeneous classroom in which children with disabilities are taught self-

help skills and academic subjects.” For the purposes of this study, a “self-contained” 

setting refers to a teaching setting wherein a special education teacher provides 

specialized instruction during a specially designated class period. 
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Chapter II 

Review of the Literature  

Introduction to the Topic  
 

The literature on special education teacher attrition and retention is well 

established, but the literature on teacher resilience has emerged mainly in the past 10 

years (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Fantilli & McDougal, 2009; Gu & Day, 2007; Howard & 

Johnson, 2004; Kilgallon, Maloney, & Lock, 2008; Knight, 2007; Patterson, Collins, & 

Abbott, 2004; Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003). Because none of this literature focuses 

exclusively on resilience in beginning special education teachers, the purpose of this 

review is to explore the literature that focuses on teacher resilience generally and to 

provide context for the current challenges faced by beginning special education teachers.   

Current Education Climate  

Special education has changed over the past 30 years, both in scope and in 

services provided. Public Law 94-142, more commonly referred to as the Individuals 

with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, provided for free and appropriate public 

education (FAPE) for children with disabilities in the least restrictive environment (LRE) 

(Zigmond, Kloo, & Volonino, 2009). The landmark publication of A Nation at Risk in 

1983 set in motion the wheels of the education reform movement, culminating in the 

reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) as No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) in 2002, which required states to demonstrate the implementation and 

assessment of curriculum standards for all students (DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009). 

Referred to as the “standards movement” or the “accountability movement,” the changes 
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sparked by this legislation called into question how students with disabilities would be 

included in school reform (Hardman & Dawson, 2008). Children with disabilities were to 

be given the same access to curriculum and assessment as others and were therefore to be 

held accountable for meeting the same high standards as their nondisabled counterparts 

(Hardman & Dawson; Rozalski, Stewart, & Miller, 2010). This changed service delivery 

in schools, and inclusion became the preferred placement (Hardman & Dawson).  

Better access, however, did not necessarily lead to better outcomes. New policies 

led to new challenges, and some experts argue that policy changes have outpaced 

schools’ ability to adapt at a local level (Hardman & Dawson, 2008). In order to access 

the general education curriculum, for instance, many children in special education may 

need supplemental materials, adaptive technologies, and teachers with additional training 

and professional development. All of these things cost time and money that may not be 

available during a recession with tightening budgets. 

Teacher Turnover 

Ingersoll estimated in 2003 that nearly half of all new teachers leave the 

profession before they reach their fifth year of teaching; however, a recent study claimed 

that estimate may be high because it includes teachers who leave the classroom but 

remain in education (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009). The phenomenon of “turnover” 

includes, in addition to attrition, teachers who change schools (migrate) or change their 

teaching focus from one content area to another, in many cases from special education to 

general education and vice versa (Boe, 2006). Even with a range of estimates, it is 

accepted that beginning teachers (in this case, teachers in years 1-3) are leaving the field 
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at a higher rate than their veteran counterparts (Boe, 2006; Ingersoll, 2003). According to 

Boe (2006), twice as many special education teachers leave special education to become 

general education teachers as the other way around. There is also a higher school 

migration rate among beginning special education teachers during their first 3 years of 

teaching than there is among beginning general education teachers. One in four special 

education teaching positions was subject to turnover in the decade of 1990-2001, during 

which the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and Teacher Follow-up Survey (TFS) 

were administered. Beginning special education teachers are at particular risk for attrition 

because they are in a field with high turnover and at a phase in their careers subject to 

higher turnover (Brownell, Sindelar, Bishop, Langley, & Seo, 2002, p. 6). 

Phases of Teaching: Why Look at New Teachers?  

Michael Huberman’s (1993) seminal work, The Lives of Teachers, examined the 

professional life cycle of the teacher and described five phases through which a teacher 

progresses over the course of his or her career. According to Huberman’s study, teachers 

begin (years 1-3) in a survival-and-discovery phase during which they are establishing 

their role and identity as a teacher (p. 244). The next phase, stabilization (years 4-6), is 

the phase that is most positively described by teachers; during this period, they begin to 

master their pedagogy and feel connected to other educators and to their school 

community (p. 245). As noted previously, however, many new teachers in the United 

States do not reach the stabilization phase. Attrition rates are particularly high for 

beginning special education teachers, in part because of the unique challenges they face. 

This is significant because many teachers in special education are new to the field and are 
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focused on surviving in the classroom and establishing their identity, not on mastering 

their craft. It is essential to identify what influences teachers to remain resilient and to 

persist into the stabilization phase of their careers.  

Special Education Teacher Roles and Responsibilities 

 Broadly speaking, a special education teacher fills many roles, acting as “teacher, 

coteacher, coplanner, collaborative consultant, team member, case manager, student 

advocate, diagnostician and resources manager” (Kaff, 2004, p. 11). They assume a range 

of responsibilities, including teaching in content and skill areas, working with general 

education teachers and other professionals, managing student behavior and consulting 

with students, coteaching, completing paperwork, and making adaptations and 

accommodations to classroom curriculum (Wasburn-Moses, 2005, p. 155). In a survey 

administered to 176 public school special education teachers, respondents indicated 

spending the most time during their day managing student behavior, completing 

paperwork, working with general education teachers, and making adaptations/ 

accommodations to curriculum (Wasburn-Moses, p. 155). The act of teaching was the 

sixth most frequently selected role/responsibility, indicating that the amount of time 

special education teachers spent attending to administrative and organizational tasks often 

outpaced the amount of time spent on instruction (Wasburn-Moses, p. 155).  

Among special educators (not just novices), factors that influence a teacher’s 

decision to leave the field typically involve administrative issues, classroom issues, and 

individual issues. Special education teachers have reported feeling a lack of support from 

administrators and general education colleagues and having increasing amounts of 
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paperwork, less time available for teaching, an increasing number of students with a 

multitude of diverse needs, and general feelings of stress and burnout (Brownell et al., 

2002; Kaff, 2004, p. 13). Special education teachers generally reported that they are more 

likely to stay in their positions if they are experiencing a positive school climate with less 

interference from “routine duties” such as paperwork (Billingsley, 2002, p. 5).  

Challenges Encountered by Beginning Special Education Teachers 

The structure of special education has changed in recent years. The Study of 

Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPeNSE) found that 46% of new special 

education teachers work with two to three disability groups, and 31% work with four to 

six different disability groups (Billingsley, 2002, p. 4). This places a group of teachers 

with the least amount of experience with a varied population of students who have very 

diverse needs. In addition, inclusion of students in general education classrooms is an 

increasingly implemented model of service delivery in the United States. As of 2002, 

nearly half of all students with a learning disability were in the general education 

classroom for more than 80% of the school day, a dramatic increase from just 10 years 

before (Boe, 2006, p. 148; Wasburn-Moses, 2005, p. 151).  

In 2005, Wasburn-Moses provided a view of special education teaching based on 

a study of 378 high school special education teachers. These teachers reported, on 

average, teaching between three and four different classes in different content areas per 

day (p. 153). Further, 13.5% of those surveyed indicated they were responsible for 

teaching in multiple content areas simultaneously (p. 153). The majority of respondents 

indicated that they spent less than 2 hours per week working with students one-on-one 
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(p. 156). Within this demanding environment, many teachers experienced role conflict 

and role ambiguity. Role conflict occurs when teachers’ expectations do not match their 

reality, in this case teachers believing special education is about individualized 

instruction and finding that they spend more of their time on administrative issues 

(p. 152). Role ambiguity occurs when a teacher has difficulty meeting the requirements 

of his or her position because of lack of preparation or training, in this case a teacher who 

may have been prepared to teach reading being asked to teach in math and science 

classrooms (p. 152). In sum, the shift to a more inclusive model of service delivery has 

altered the school system’s expectations of the roles and responsibilities assumed by 

special education teachers. Those who are now joining the field will experience myriad 

challenges that can be clustered into organizational challenges, school climate challenges, 

student challenges, and personal challenges.  

Organizational challenges. Many of the challenges identified by new special 

education teachers fall under the organizational umbrella. Across seven studies dealing 

with beginning special education teachers, six school-based organizational issues were 

identified as challenging to these teachers: lack of resources and materials, a difficult 

workload or assignment, difficulty with curriculum, difficulty with assessment, problems 

with time management, and being overwhelmed by paperwork (Billingsley et al., 2004; 

Gerhke & McCoy, 2007; Griffin et al., 2009; Mastropieri, 2001; Schlichte et al., 2005; 

Whitaker, 2001, 2003). Many of these organizational issues are not addressed in teacher 

preparation classes even though they are common to many new teachers. In a study of 

how to support beginning special educators, one respondent stated, “My biggest problem 
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now is materials—what to use. You just don’t know enough about materials in your first 

year.” Another stated, “I need help with my curriculum. Curriculum is very hard because 

you have to build it yourself” (Whitaker, 2001, p. 6). Frequently, new teachers experience 

unexpected challenges. As one new special educator noted, “The first month, just getting 

used to the inclusion environment was different for me, because I did my student 

teaching in a self-contained classroom. Even more challenging was learning how to work 

with five different teachers in one level” (Schlichte et al., 2005, p. 38). A mismatch 

between new teachers’ expectations and the reality of the teaching experience, as well as 

lack of institutional knowledge and access to resources, presents challenges to special 

educators who are entering the field. 

School climate challenges. School climate challenges are closely related to 

organizational issues. In two studies (Griffin et al., 2009; Whitaker, 2003), collaboration 

was identified as a challenge for new special education teachers, and in four studies, 

participants identified lack of support (either from administrators or colleagues) as an 

issue (Billingsley, 2004; Gerhke & McCoy, 2007; Mastropieri, 2001; Schlichte et al., 

2005; Whitaker, 2003). New special education teachers made statements such as “I don’t 

feel supported. I’ve just been placed here and dumped” or “No one was there to talk 

things through. I felt let down” (Schlichte et al., 2005, p. 38). Several studies also 

claimed that new teachers felt lost in navigating new school environments; one new 

teacher asked, “What are the school’s expectations? You may be doing something that is 

out of step with what the procedure is at that particular school…. In college they don’t 

teach you the unwritten rules” (Whitaker, 2001, p. 6; 2003). In a school environment 
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where collaboration and support are not part of the climate, beginning special educators 

felt that they had a more challenging experience than their general education counterparts 

and, in some cases, were more likely to leave the field or indicate a desire to leave 

(Billingsley, 2004, p. 344; Gerhke & McCoy, 2007, p. 35).  

Personal challenges. Lack of support, depending on how it is interpreted, also 

falls under the category of personal challenges. It seems that a new special education 

teacher’s emotional response to feeling unsupported, experiencing stress, encountering 

unreal expectations, and losing a sense of efficacy impacts his or her first year of 

teaching. In the Study of Personnel Needs in Special Education (SPeNSE), participating 

special educators were asked to respond on a Likert scale to two survey items related to 

school climate. When asked to respond to the statements “principal understands what you 

do” and “you feel included in what goes on in this school,” new special education 

teachers gave low ratings to both, with 24% and 21%, respectively, indicating “not at all” 

or “to a small extent” (Billingsley, 2004, p. 338). In a case study of first-year special 

education teachers, one participant noted, “It was almost like I was overlooked. As a 

person, I feel like I am not important. I am not needed” (Schlichte et al., 2005, p. 38). Not 

feeling understood or included in one’s school were challenging emotions for new 

teachers, especially in a field that is already known to be isolating. 

Student issues. Student issues such as behavior management, student advocacy, 

and individual student concerns were also represented in the literature. Behavior 

management was named as a major concern for new special education teachers in four of 

the seven studies reviewed (Griffin et al., 2009; Mastopieri, 2001; Schlichte et al., 2005; 
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Whitaker, 2003). This finding is not surprising, given that many new teachers—within 

both special and general education—struggle with behavior management at the beginning 

of their careers. As one first-year special education teacher stated during a case study 

interview, “I had . . . kids with explosive attitudes. I had kids with many different 

problems and issues, academic, personal, and otherwise. I did not know where to start” 

(Schlichte et al., 2005, p. 38).  

Theoretical Framework 

 Ecological model. It is useful to consider Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model 

when considering the experiences of teachers. Bronfenbrenner argued that to understand 

a person’s development we must conduct an “examination of multiperson systems of 

interaction not limited to a single setting and must take into account aspects of the 

environment beyond the immediate situation containing the subject” (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977, p. 514). The experience of a teacher reaches beyond a classroom and students. 

There are multiple settings within the school, multiple roles teachers are asked to play, 

and multiple factors at any given time that influence those roles. Bronfenbrenner 

conceptualized his ecological model as a “nested arrangement of structures, each 

contained within the next” (p. 514).  

 At the core of these nested rings is the microsystem, which is “the complex of 

relations between the developing person and environment in an immediate setting 

containing that person” (p. 514). Included in a teacher’s microsystem are students, 

coteachers, special education colleagues, general education colleagues, related service 

providers, parents, school staff, and administrators. For the purposes of this study, I 
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explored four microsystems within which beginning special education teachers function: 

a self-contained setting; an inclusion setting; a case management setting; and an 

additional (“other”) setting defined by each participant. In Bronfenbrenner’s model, 

individuals play different roles in different settings in their microsystem; a teacher may 

operate differently in front of a group of students than he or she would while consulting 

with a colleague. Of interest in the microsystem is the notion of reciprocity. The strength 

of each relationship depends on the reciprocity of goals and values. In inclusion, for 

example, the general education teacher may believe in a consistent lecture-discussion 

model of teaching while the special education teacher may believe in a more experiential 

or inquiry-based approach. The failure of the pair to compromise weakens their 

relationship.  

 The next system—one that is particularly important to this study—is the 

mesosystem, which “comprises the interrelations among major settings containing the 

developing person” (p. 515). A new special education teacher may be asked to deliver 

services to students through an inclusion model in multiple departments within a school. 

The math department may employ a different behavior management model than the 

English department, which makes consistency challenging for the special educator.  

 The next nested level of a person’s ecology is the exosystem, which “embraces 

other specific social structures…that do not themselves contain the developing person but 

impinge upon or encompass the immediate settings in which the person is found” 

(p. 515). For a teacher, this may include the school board and the local government. A 

principal may be required by the school board to implement a new data reporting system 
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that would affect the special education teacher’s practice, although the teacher was not 

directly involved in the decision-making process.  

 The most indirect level of a person’s ecology is the macrosystem, which 

comprises “overarching institutional patterns of the culture or subculture,” in this case, 

U.S. educational values and federal education policy (p. 515). The United States is 

trending toward more inclusive settings as a service delivery model, indicating a possible 

shift in values about the most appropriate way to meet the needs of children served by 

special education.  

 The framework of the ecological model (see Figure 1 in Chapter 1) is a useful 

lens through which to view the experiences of new special education teachers because it 

specifies the multilayered environment they inhabit. This specificity facilitates 

consideration of these teachers as developing professionals who are expected to play 

multiple roles in multiple settings.  

 Resilience. The phenomenon of teacher resilience is relatively new in the 

literature, as previous research has focused primarily on its opposite—teacher burnout. In 

burnout research, researchers seek to determine the factors that cause teachers to leave 

the profession. In resilience research, however, researchers seek to determine the factors 

that allow them to stay. The conceptual shift away from risk factors to what are termed 

“protective factors” began in the fields of psychology and human development. Research 

by Werner (1993) and Garmezy, Masten, and Tellegen (1984) contributed to the notion 

that children and adolescents, even when faced with challenging life circumstances or 

trauma, could develop coping mechanisms and go on to lead successful lives. This 
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finding was important because it meant that risk factors were not necessarily predictors of 

negative life outcomes, as was previously believed (Knight, 2007, p. 543). According to 

Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), since World War II the field of psychology has 

been focused on healing emotional and mental scars. Prior to that time, attention had been 

given primarily to individuals with particular pathologies rather than to the traits of 

individuals who thrive and maintain satisfaction in their lives. In the field of positive 

psychology, individuals are encouraged to examine their positive traits, those traits that 

allow them to love and have purpose, to persevere and forgive, to be tolerant and 

responsible (p. 5). An expressly studied trait is the phenomenon of resilience in 

individuals.  

Resilience is a tension between risk factors and protective factors that interact or 

compensate for one another and lead to a specific outcome. For example, a child may 

grow up in poverty (a risk factor) but may have a supportive home environment 

(protective factor). If the risk factor and protective factor interact such that the protective 

factor compensates for the risk factor, resilience is the result. Figure 2 presents a simple 

model that illustrates the basic tenets of resilience in human beings. 

In Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model, an individual’s identity is influenced by 

multiple dimensions of his or her ecology, and it is challenging to examine only one 

dimension in a vacuum (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). In teachers, the tension between risk and 

protective factors can be drawn across three dimensions: contextual, professional, and  



 

23 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. The relationship of risk and protective factors in developmental outcomes. 
Adapted from Masten (2001). 
 
 
personal (Sammons et al., 2007; see Figure 3). Contextual factors include things like a 

new class of students or relationships with colleagues and administrators. Professional 

factors might include a teacher’s role and responsibilities in the school or a new district 

policy. Personal factors might include family commitments, personal health issues, or 

romantic attachments (Sammons et al.). In each of these domains, risk and protective 

factors are constantly in flux, and a teacher must manage them effectively to find success 

and resilience in teaching. In a simple model, if the protective factors across domains are 

stronger, a teacher is more likely to be resilient; if the risk factors are stronger, a teacher 

becomes less likely to be resilient. Conceptually, a teacher with strong protective factors 

across domains (e.g., a supportive principal, a sense of efficacy, and a network of friends 
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and family) would be the most resilient and therefore the most likely to remain in the 

classroom and to remain effective in his or her craft.  

 

 

 

 
Figure 3. Model of teacher resilience. Categories adapted from Sammons et al. (2007). 
Contextual, professional, and personal factors interact to influence life outcomes in 
teachers. The stronger the risk factors, the more negative the outcome. The stronger the 
protective factors, the more positive the outcome. 
 

 
To understand and identify protective factors and resilience in teachers, it is 

important to define precisely what resilience means in the teaching community. For the 
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purposes of this literature review, therefore, I set out to answer the following questions: 

How is resilience measured? How is resilience measured in teachers?  

Literature Search 
 

I began my search in the education databases in ALADIN by using a combination 

of “teacher resilience” and “teacher resiliency.” The term “teacher resilience” in 

Academic Search Premiere yielded four results, all of which are included in my review. 

A search in ERIC for combinations of “measuring/measures teacher resilience” yielded 

either no results or results that were not actually measures of resilience. Using the search 

terms “adult resilience” in the ProQuest psychology databases in ALADIN yielded a 

number of results on childhood trauma. One article focused on a resiliency scale created 

for adults and validated in a community sample. It included a separate measure of 

childhood trauma as well. Several articles in the psychology databases described the birth 

of positive psychology and the conceptual shift away from “risk” toward “resilience.” 

Those articles were collected to provide background and to build a conceptual 

framework.  

Reading the articles that were the most relevant to my question, I made note of 

other studies that were referenced in their literature reviews and then tracked the citations 

through Google Scholar and ProQuest. A number were books that could contribute to the 

background/rationale and conceptual framework portions of my literature review. Several 

studies referenced each other, so while the citation search yielded three additional studies 

to add to my collection, the results were not as numerous as expected.  
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After completing a thorough search of databases and article citations, I found that 

I had not amassed as many articles as anticipated. To determine whether this reflected an 

incomplete search of the literature or a gap in the literature, I began searching in 

ALADIN’s dissertation database for dissertations that addressed resilience in teachers. I 

found a 2007 dissertation that studied resilience in Detroit public schoolteachers and 

combed its literature review for citations and references to additional studies I may have 

omitted. This literature review referenced five core studies in its discussion of measuring 

resilience, each of which I had already gathered. Satisfied that my collection of articles 

reflected what was available in the literature, I began to select those that would be most 

relevant to my study.   

I began with 26 articles that addressed the following 11 topics:  

1. Resilience in Teachers 
2. Sustaining Teachers 
3. Teacher Burnout 
4. Measuring Resilience in Adults 
5. Resilience and Positive Psychology 
6. Teacher Resilience in Early Childhood Education 
7. The Role of Resiliency in Teaching 
8. Science Teacher Retention  
9. Novice Teacher Retention 
10. Resiliency in Teacher Preparation 
11. Resilience and Trauma 
 

 My first selection criterion was that each article to be included had to be a 

research study. This eliminated 11 articles. Of the 15 remaining, I eliminated those that 

did not measure resilience (e.g., those that measured burnout or causes of stress). In one 

case, I eliminated an article that reflected one study presented in two separate journals. 

This eliminated an additional 5 articles, and I was left with 10 studies to include.  
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View of the Research 
 

The articles gathered for this review of the literature include one quantitative 

study, four mixed-methods studies, five qualitative studies, and two conceptual articles 

about resilience. In the 10 articles selected for review, six measure teacher resilience, one 

measures teacher satisfaction, one deals with teachers resisting stress and burnout, one 

addresses “teacher sustainment,” and one measures resilience in a community sample 

(not in teachers).  

The main strength of the articles selected for review is that nine out of 10 

involved teachers. As previously noted, the purpose of this literature review was to 

investigate resilience measures in general, with a specific bent toward the teaching 

community. I did not anticipate being able to find as many studies that directly examined 

teacher resilience. With the exception of the article that polled a community sample, each 

article recognized the challenges in the current teaching climate (from the perspective of 

teacher attrition, the demands of working in an urban setting, or high-stakes 

accountability) and sought to contribute to the bank of literature to address those 

challenges.  

The primary weakness of the selected articles lies in the fact that resilience is 

defined differently in each article. In fact, in two articles, it is not called resilience but 

teacher sustainment (Kilgallon et al., 2008) or teacher satisfaction (Brunetti, 2001). 

Across the articles, resilience is variously defined as maintaining professional 

commitment, the ability to thrive, the capacity to bounce back, a response to stress, to 

keep going in the performance of a process, using energy productively to achieve school 
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goals, career perseverance, and finding sustaining personal and professional satisfaction. 

While many of these definitions seem similar, a distinction can be made between factors 

that contribute to someone persisting in a career for many years and factors that allow 

them to thrive in that career. The nuances implied by these definitions eventually led 

researchers to refine their data collection protocols, and a desire for meaningful 

distinctions continues to color the way findings are presented and the way implications 

for future research are framed.  

Another weakness of the studies included in this review was their sampling 

procedures. In five studies, researchers asked administrators or district personnel to 

identify “resilient teachers” or “satisfied teachers” and then requested interviews with 

those teachers (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Kilgallon et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2004; 

Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003). In three studies, researchers sent surveys to entire 

schools or school districts, identified resilient teachers from the surveys based on scores 

on identified resiliency items, and requested interviews (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 

2007). One study asked teachers to self-identify as resilient and to volunteer to be 

interviewed (Sumison, 2004), and one polled a random sample of community participants 

(Campbell-Sills, Forde, & Stein, 2009). Though purposive sampling is a characteristic of 

qualitative research, the various groups gathered for these studies have the potential to be 

quite different. Asking a school administrator to identify a resilient teacher, asking 

teachers to self-identify as resilient, and reviewing survey data to identify resilient 

teachers could all result in the identification of different individuals from similar pools. 

These procedures produce samples of teachers who are resilient from an administrator’s 
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perspective, from their own perspective, or from a researcher’s perspective, and each 

group’s perception of resilience might be different and therefore might influence study 

findings.  

In addition, each study defined a veteran teacher differently. For example, one 

examined resilience in teachers who had taught for only 3 years (Patterson et al., 2004), 

while another surveyed and interviewed teachers who had taught for more than 20 years 

(Kilgallon et al., 2008). The remainder varied within that time band. As previously noted, 

according to Huberman (1993), the life of a teacher in his or her third year of teaching 

looks quite different from the life of a teacher in his or her 25th year of teaching. For the 

purposes of this literature review, what looks like resilience in a third-year teacher may 

look very different in a 25th-year teacher. While it is important to recognize resilience at 

all levels of teaching, the inconsistencies of samples presented here may produce 

different results across articles.  

Samples were also identified among different populations of teachers. One study 

interviewed secondary teachers in one American urban school (Patterson et al., 2004) 

while another polled teachers of all levels in 100 schools across England (Gu & Day, 

2007). Three studies focused on secondary teachers (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Patterson et 

al., 2004), two on early childhood teachers (Kilgallon et al., 2008; Sumison, 2004), one 

on elementary school teachers (Stanford, 2001), and three included teachers at all levels 

(Gu and Day, 2007; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Williams, 2003). As special education is 

of particular interest to my study, it was interesting to note that no study distinguished 

among types of teachers other than to mention their level (i.e., elementary versus 
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secondary). If special education teachers were included in the samples represented here, 

the authors have made no note of it.  

 Several studies made reference to the lack of male teachers represented, but stated 

that because females make up the majority of the teaching profession, a lack of male 

teachers actually created a representative sample. Because the sample populations and 

criteria are so different across each study, it may be challenging to identify the causes of 

inconsistencies across findings.  

While sampling procedures varied across studies, none of the studies represented 

here chose to include a comparison group. Each study sought to identify the 

characteristics of resilient teachers, but none included comparison data for “nonresilient” 

teachers. Though the majority of the studies are qualitative, quantitative studies that fail 

to include control group data lose their statistical power. In the absence of control data, 

there is no basis for comparison, and readers are unable to know for certain whether the 

findings presented are truly unique to resilient teachers or tend to be characteristics of 

teachers in general.  

Report of Findings/Synthesis 
 
 Personal and environmental characteristics stood out among resilient teachers. 

Resilient teachers tended to hold a belief system that supported their work and to feel a 

sense of personal agency or efficacy in the classroom. In terms of their environments, 

resilient teachers had strong support networks, either at school or outside of school, and 

benefited from relationships with children and from cultivating the learning process. 
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Personal characteristics of resilient teachers: belief systems. Across the studies 

examined here, the researchers identified themes that indicated a deep-seated belief 

system that contributes to a teacher’s resilience. In Patterson et al. (2004, p. 7) and 

Stanford (2001, pp. 82-83), authors referred to a theme of spirituality that emerged from 

responses to their interview questions. Neither asked questions explicitly referring to a 

spiritual presence, but respondents supplied answers that referred to a higher power 

lending support or a “calling” to do their work. Williams (2003) also indicated that the 

teachers interviewed for her study reported “spiritual connections” with their students and 

described teaching as a spiritual act: “It touches my soul—like believing in God and the 

love of a friend…. That’s a part of being a fulfilled, whole, spiritual person. Teaching 

certainly satisfies that for me” (p. 72).  

In two studies, Brunetti (2001, 2006) administered an “Experienced Teacher 

Survey” to a sample of teachers (in a suburban school district in one study and in an 

urban school in the other study). One survey item asked teachers to rate their “satisfaction 

in serving society (e.g., making a difference by educating future citizens)” (p. 70; p. 822). 

In each study, on a Likert scale of 1 (not important) to 4 (very important), the general 

pool of respondents rated this item between somewhat and very important (3.54, SD = 

0.66 and 3.59, SD = 0.86) (Brunetti, 2001, p. 70; Brunetti, 2006, p. 822). Of the 

respondents who were identified as resilient and later interviewed, the rating climbs even 

higher (3.68, SD = 0.55 and 3.67, SD = 0.71) (Brunetti, 2001, p. 70; Brunetti, 2006, 

p. 822). The importance of these studies, taken together, is that they sampled different 

populations with the same instrument. Regardless of suburban or urban settings, teachers 
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identified as resilient maintained a strong commitment to serving society and “making a 

difference.”  

Similarly, in a study of 300 teachers in 100 schools across England, in-depth 

interviews with three teachers at three different phases in their professional lives revealed 

an “inner motivation to serve” or a sense of vocation (Gu & Day, 2007, p. 1310). While 

Brunetti’s studies found the same result across suburban and urban teachers, it is 

interesting to note that Gu and Day’s study traced this inner motivation across teachers at 

different phases of their careers (beginning, middle, and end). In interviews with 10 

resilient teachers at “hard-to-staff” schools, Howard and Johnson (2004) cite their 

interviewees’ references to a “moral purpose” or the importance of making a difference 

(p. 10). Also, Kilgallon et al. (2008) found that 31.8% of respondents to their survey of 

Australian Early Childhood teachers believed that “making a difference in students’ 

lives” sustained them professionally (p. 40).  

Whether viewed as a spiritual calling or a sense of obligation to make a difference 

in the lives of children, across settings and across careers, resilient teachers in eight of the 

nine studies that involved teachers referred to some form of personal belief system that 

encouraged them to do the work they had chosen.  

Personal characteristics of resilient teachers: a sense of personal agency and 

efficacy. Resilient teachers, according to seven of the nine studies of teacher resilience 

reviewed here, valued autonomy and believed in their ability to teach well and to make 

decisions in their classrooms and schools. Though not as consistently or similarly 
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reported as teachers’ strong personal belief systems, many teachers interviewed or 

surveyed in these studies indicated a strong sense of belief in themselves and their work.  

 In a study of 28 suburban California teachers, Brunetti (2001) found that several 

teachers were satisfied with their work because they had freedom to conduct their 

classrooms in their own way (p. 65). In an interview conducted as a survey follow-up, 

one teacher reported, for instance, “I may not be able to change the school district or to 

change the way the school runs, but I can change what goes on in my classroom…. I have 

the power there to do that and have it work the way I want” (Brunetti, 2001, p. 65). It is 

interesting to note that this feeling was not reported in the findings from interviews in the 

subsequent study, which focused on urban educators; however, interview protocols were 

not included, so it was not reported whether questions were asked explicitly regarding 

efficacy (Brunetti, 2006). In another study, which also focused exclusively on urban 

educators, Patterson et al. (2004) did mention a sense of efficacy and reported that 

resilient teachers “take charge and solve problems” and are “willing to ask for help when 

they [need] it even if it [means] pursuing a non-traditional path” (p. 8).  

In their study of 300 English school teachers, Gu and Day (2007) reported that, 

while they believed self-efficacy to be necessary to a resilient teacher, they did not 

witness it at all phases of a teacher’s career. In their study, the sixth-year teacher 

perceived no sense of self-efficacy, the eighth-year teacher perceived a burgeoning sense 

of self-efficacy, and the 26th-year teacher reported very high levels of self-efficacy and 

agency (pp. 1307-1309). The authors posited that a sense of efficacy and agency may 

develop over the course of a teacher’s career. Likewise, across interviews with 10 
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identified resilient teachers in hard-to-staff schools, Howard and Johnson (2004) reported 

that a consistent feature of their interviewees’ responses was a strong sense of agency, 

which they defined as “a strong belief in their ability to control what happens to them” 

(p. 9). This study, however, asked principals to identify resilient teachers for their sample 

and did not indicate how many years of teaching experience each participant had.  

Additional research pointed to a sense of personal agency as a characteristic of 

resilient teachers (Sumison, 2004; Williams, 2003). Sumison included full- and part-time 

teachers, as well as administrators who also taught, in her sample of early childhood 

teachers who had taught for more than 6 years. Williams asked principals to identify 

“outstanding” teachers who had taught for more than 15 years. Sumison noted that all of 

her participants perceived that they possessed the freedom to run their classrooms as they 

pleased and to be the kind of educators they wanted to be (p. 284). In a similar vein, 

Williams wrote that “these teachers appear to thrive on this autonomy because it allows 

them to express their individual creativity” (p. 72).  

Two studies did not explicitly mention a theme related to efficacy or agency. 

Interviews with six early childhood teachers in Australia did not reveal efficacy or 

agency as themes, referring only to teachers’ “strength of conviction” in their work 

(Kilgallon et al., 2008, p. 40). A study that investigated urban teachers in Washington, 

DC, also did not identify efficacy or agency as a theme in its findings (Stanford, 2001). 

However, in identifying teachers to interview for her study, Stanford asked principals to 

seek out teachers identified with “high morale.” She defined this quality by using a “high 

morale profile,” which listed “have a can-do attitude” and “confidence” as features, so 
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even though efficacy was not identified as a theme in her findings, one may conclude that 

participants did share that trait (Stanford, p. 78). 

Environmental characteristics of resilient teachers: work with students. 

While many of the studies gathered here found that resilient teachers possessed particular 

personal characteristics, they also reported that some environmental characteristics 

contribute to resilience in teachers. “Working with students” was listed as a major factor 

in teachers’ resilience, job satisfaction, and sustainment. “Working with students” was 

defined in the various studies as the basic act of working with young people, respecting 

their backgrounds, witnessing growth and learning, or earning trust and respect. Although 

working with students would seem to be a basic facet of teaching, three of the studies 

examined here did not identify it as a characteristic of resilience. It would be particularly 

interesting to examine control group data for comparison—and to see whether 

nonresilient teachers identified being unable to connect with students as a factor in 

leaving the classroom, or if they too identified working with students as rewarding but 

not rewarding enough to convince them to stay in the classroom.  

 In studies of urban and suburban secondary teachers in California (Brunetti, 2001, 

2006), both groups of teachers said that the enjoyment of working with young people, 

seeing them achieve, and earning their acceptance and trust were the prime motivators for 

remaining committed to careers in teaching (p. 57, p. 816). Similarly, a study of early 

childhood teachers in Australia listed “working with children” as the number one factor 

in sustaining teachers (Kilgallon et al., 2008, p. 45). Of the 34 participating teachers who 

completed surveys in that study, 67.3% responded that the enjoyment of working with 
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children and making a difference in their lives were of primary import to their work 

(p. 45). A study of resilient urban elementary school teachers also identified a “love and 

commitment to children, especially ‘these’ children” as the most prominent theme in 

identifying why urban teachers who had taught for more than 10 years in urban schools 

persisted in their careers (Stanford, 2001, p. 81). In Williams’ (2003) interviews, she 

highlighted that working with students and seeing student growth were rewarding for 

teachers and “fueled” and motivated them to continue (p. 72). One teacher she 

interviewed described the experience: “You can see they’re frustrated at first, and then 

suddenly you can see this glow on their faces. Their eyes get a little brighter and they say, 

‘Gosh, yeah, I got it. I see it,’” and similar accounts were included in the other studies 

(Williams, 2003, p. 72).  

 In a study of urban teachers from four school districts across California, “staying 

focused on students and their learning” was listed as one of the nine primary themes that 

emerged in interviews with resilient teachers; however, the authors provided supporting 

narrative evidence for only four of their themes in the article, and “staying focused on 

children” was not one of them (Patterson et al., 2004, p. 5). As an interesting contrast to 

the other studies, in Gu and Day (2007), Howard and Johnson (2004), and Sumison 

(2004), students were not identified as a theme in interview data, nor were they overtly 

referenced in subheadings of major themes. As Brunetti (2001) mentioned, however, 

there was considerable overlap among themes and among participants’ responses (p. 81), 

so some authors may have simply coded their data differently, which means teachers’ 

work with students may have been subsumed under various themes. While Gu and Day, 
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Howard and Johnson, and Sumison each referenced themes of personal and professional 

commitment, they did not expressly address teachers’ work with students as a factor 

contributing to resilience.  

Environmental characteristics of resilient teachers: support networks. 

Another important external factor identified as promoting teacher resilience involved 

maintaining support networks, both professional and personal. Four studies pointed 

exclusively to professional/collegial support as necessary to promote resilience in 

teachers, while other studies highlighted the importance of both professional and personal 

supports.  

 Four studies focused on collegial support networks (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & 

Day, 2007; Sumsion, 2004). In a study of suburban teachers, responses to a survey item 

about the extent to which good teacher colleagues impacted their decision to remain in 

the classroom were mixed (Brunetti, 2001, p. 65). In a study of urban teachers done by 

the same researchers, however, findings indicated that support from administrators, 

teachers, and school personnel was a “powerful factor in teachers’ decision to remain in 

the classroom” (Brunetti, 2006, p. 820). If teachers had this support, they were much 

more likely to stay. If they did not, they were much more likely to leave. Supporting this 

point, another study told the story of an eighth-year teacher who described her experience 

of increasing support and recognition from peers and administrators as contributing to her 

developing sense of efficacy and motivation (Gu & Day, 2007, p. 1308). Another found 

themes of employer support, collegiality, and recognition from others as factors described 

as motivating teachers to remain in their classrooms (Sumison, 2004, p. 283-287).  
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 Five studies identified both professional and personal support networks as 

essential for resilience in teachers (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Kilgallon et al., 2008; 

Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003). Howard and Johnson gave 

evidence for the influence of family and friends, romantic partners, and colleagues as 

strong factors in promoting resilience (p. 11). Stanford expanded this list to add church 

community and personal spiritual lives as supporting factors (p. 82). Williams added 

“support from students” to the list (p. 72). Kilgallon, Maloney, and Lock noted that while 

most teachers sought professional support, most would seek out at least one other source 

of support from the list above (p. 46). Patterson, Collins, and Abbott noted “friends and 

colleagues who support them” as one of nine factors promoting resilience in teachers, but 

it was listed at number seven and, like “work with students,” was not supported with 

narrative evidence (p. 5).  

Discussion 
 

 While the studies presented here represent findings that indicated characteristics 

of resilience across different groups of teachers, none of the studies indicated which 

characteristics, if any, held more importance than others. If a teacher holds a strong 

personal belief system but has no sense of agency in his or her classroom, is that teacher 

still resilient? Does his or her resilience last for a shorter period of time? Does one area 

compensate for another? Because no comparison groups were present in these studies, it 

is challenging to find answers in the current data. However, a resiliency study in a 

community sample of 846 randomly selected residents in the Memphis area provides an 

interesting contrast. Using multiple regression, researchers found that gender, education 
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level, and income level predicted resilience in their sample (Campbell-Sills et al., 2009, 

p. 1010). This result raises the question of whether income might also be a factor in the 

resilience of teachers. However, the Experienced Teacher Survey (ETS) employed by 

Brunetti (2001, 2006) asked questions that assessed the importance of income level to 

teachers whom they identified as resilient in their surveys, and in both of Brunetti’s 

studies, resilient teachers attributed much less importance to income than they did to 

making a difference in children’s lives (p. 67, p. 823).  

 A sense of agency or efficacy stands out among the findings because it is 

susceptible to external influence. Many studies identified the importance of resilient 

teachers feeling in control of their classrooms, experiencing autonomy, and using 

problem-solving skills to make changes they felt were needed. These studies, however, 

did not focus on special education teachers. It is therefore necessary to examine resilience 

in special education, where teachers have traditionally held less autonomy in their 

decision making and may have less control over their role in a classroom or in a school 

setting, to see if this finding remains consistent. Special education teachers in inclusive 

settings also experience less direct contact with their students and have less control over 

the general education classrooms in which they practice inclusion. Although working 

with students and watching them learn was a theme noted among resilient teachers, it 

seems that the inclusive environment in which special education teachers work might 

make it more challenging for them to fulfill this need. If special education teachers feel 

less resilient than general education teachers because they feel less of a sense of agency 
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and have less meaningful contact with students, then this would have dramatic 

implications for the field.  

 Overall, two major categories of characteristics emerged in the findings of studies 

of resilient teachers: personal characteristics and environmental characteristics. Among 

personal characteristics, most studies indicated a strong spiritual or philosophical 

commitment to teaching and the belief that teaching is meaningful work. Researchers 

also noted a sense of personal efficacy and agency among teachers identified as resilient, 

meaning that they feel in control of their classrooms, experience autonomy in their 

school, and feel they can make changes in their professional lives. In terms of 

environmental characteristics, most studies found that teachers’ care for and commitment 

to students and their learning was a driving factor in remaining in the classroom. 

Resilient teachers also seemed to maintain strong support networks, both personally and 

professionally. The studies reviewed here suggest that resilient teachers feel connected to 

their work, care for their students, and feel supported by peers, family, and friends.  

 As previously noted, however, these studies included teachers from all phases of 

their careers, and none stated that they included special education teachers. To retain 

more beginning teachers in the field of special education and to build school climates that 

support retention, it is essential to examine resilience in the early stage of teachers’ 

careers. My study therefore focused on the experiences of risk and resilience in beginning 

special education teachers, as told from their own perspectives, to help close this gap.  
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Chapter III 

Methods 

Overview of Methodology  

 In this study I presented a view of how beginning (first-year) special education 

teachers experience their multiple roles and responsibilities. I used qualitative inquiry to 

frame my study, using semi-structured interviews with a validated protocol. I gathered 

school demographic data to provide a context for the teachers’ school experiences as 

reported in interviews, participated in ongoing peer review throughout my data analysis, 

and shared my analysis with study participants in a follow-up interview to increase the 

validity of my findings. The study was guided by Brofenbrenner’s ecological model and a 

resilience framework.  

Purpose of the Study 

In their first years of teaching, many novice teachers are in what Huberman 

(1993) terms the survival-and-discovery phase. Most teachers do not reach the stability 

phase until their fourth to sixth year of teaching (Huberman). Many teachers entering the 

field, however, leave before they reach this phase (Fantilli & McDougall, 2009, p. 814; 

Planty et al., 2008, p. 51). This means that increasingly, schools are staffed by teachers 

who are still finding their way and learning their craft, not by teachers who have 

developed into seasoned experts. More special education teachers leave the field than 

general education teachers, and more special education teachers leave in their first 3 years 

of teaching than their general education counterparts (Boe, 2006). The purpose of this 

study was to gain more in-depth insight into the experiences of beginning special 
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education teachers in order to identify what makes these teachers resilient and how 

schools can support their resilience. 

Research Question 

 This qualitative study examined the experiences of beginning special education 

teachers in order to identify patterns of risk and resilience. The question that shaped the 

study is  

How do beginning (first-year) special education teachers in secondary schools 

experience multiple school environments associated with their roles as teachers?  

Epistemology  

In qualitative research, the goal is to explore rather than define and to form a 

“complex, detailed understanding of the issue.” In this study, the goal was to form a 

complex understanding of how new special education teachers feel about and make 

meaning of their experiences across multiple teaching environments (Creswell, 2007, 

p. 41). I explored and described the experiences of new special education teachers. My 

methodology gave these individuals a voice in a world of education research that 

frequently makes teachers the subject of research but denies them the opportunity to tell 

their own stories and to define their own experiences. It was my foremost goal to listen to 

my participants and to hear the way they interpret their school ecologies, thus qualitative 

inquiry was the most appropriate methodological approach. 

My approach was a descriptive qualitative study in a constructivist tradition. 

Under a constructivist model, researchers “make sense of (or interpret) the meanings 

others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). Through an interview process, I 
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listened to the experiences of the teachers and then used Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

model and resilience theory as frameworks to analyze my findings.  

Theoretical Perspective  

Two conceptual frameworks helped to frame this study: Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological model and resilience theory.  

Ecological model. The ecological model, at its most basic, is a lens through 

which to view an individual rooted in his or her context. Bronfenbrenner (1977) defined 

the ecology of human development as “progressive, mutual accommodation, throughout 

the lifespan, between a growing human organism and the changing immediate 

environment in which it lives” (p. 514). It challenges individuals to see themselves as 

influenced, at any given moment, by a number of outside forces.  

The ecological model situates the individual at the center of several nested circles 

of influence: the most direct and immediate relationships are in the innermost circles, 

while the most indirect and tangential relationships fall in the outer circle 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). At the most immediate or “micro” level are basic human 

relationships. In a teacher’s microsystem, for instance, one might find students, parents, 

colleagues, administrators, and other school personnel. Within the microsystem, the 

teacher plays different roles in different settings. The microsystem is nested within the 

mesosystem. An individual school’s make-up and climate might impact a teacher’s 

mesosystem in that different administrators might provide varying levels of support to 

teachers, or in a low-performing school, teachers might emphasize literacy across all 

content areas. The exosystem, the third of four circles, includes elements beyond 
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individual relationships and local systems—namely, the larger school system and its 

community. For example, a school district might exert influence on the individual by 

changing district policies regarding special education or by adopting new student or 

teacher accountability measures. Similarly, some school communities may have abundant 

family and community resources, while others have very few. The micro-, meso-, and 

exosystems are nested within the macrosystem, which includes policies and practices at 

the national level. As the nation trends toward inclusion as the standard service delivery 

model, it reflects national educational values about the most appropriate way to provide 

services to children in special education. Just as in education teachers must consider the 

whole child, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model requires that individuals be viewed not 

in isolation but as existing within in a multilayered context. 

  Resilience theory. Resilience is “an outcome of successful adaptation to 

adversity” (Zautra et al., 2009, p. 4). If the ecological model defines an individual’s 

context, then resilience theory defines a process of dynamic interactions between the 

individual and his or her context. In any person’s ecology, there is a constant flux of 

factors that put the person at risk and factors that protect the person from risk. In a 

teaching ecology. we may conceptualize “risk” as those factors that might influence a 

teacher to become dissatisfied and leave the field (e.g., long hours, few resources, little 

administrative support) and “protection” as those factors that might influence a teacher to 

stay and thrive (e.g., relationships with students or a strong mentor). The manner in 

which a person encounters these risks and protections will vary greatly, based on a large 

number of individual, changing variables.  
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 Under resilience theory, a person who encounters risks but is able to thrive or 

successfully adapt is considered resilient (Zautra et al., 2009). The number and types of 

protections available are thought to contribute to that resilient response. According to the 

literature, teachers in general have identified a sense of calling, support networks, 

relationships with students, and a commitment to the learning process as their strongest 

sources of professional resilience (see Chapter II). Beginning special education teachers 

have a unique experience compared to the general education teacher population due to 

schools’ multifaceted expectations of special educators. Special education teachers have 

relatively higher attrition from the field due to their relatively higher exposure to factors 

that challenge resilience, such as an unmanageable workload, paperwork that interferes 

with their ability to teach, and being asked to serve students in multiple disability 

categories (Carlson et al., 2002). 

Methodology 

 This was a qualitative study that employed semi-structured interviews with open-

ended questions. I used an interview protocol that had been implemented in several other 

studies. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) have described qualitative researchers as “study[ing] 

things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in 

terms of the meanings people bring to them” (cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 36). In this 

study, I identified risk and resilience in the multiple environments of beginning special 

education teachers in terms of the meaning those teachers made of their work across their 

varying roles and responsibilities. As this is a specific population experiencing risk and 

protective factors that have not been previously studied, I felt it was most important to 
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initiate this research by allowing teachers to be at the center of the inquiry and by 

allowing their voices to be the most present. Using open-ended interviews and giving 

participants an opportunity to review my findings before publication allowed me to honor 

the process of qualitative inquiry and allowed study participants, to the greatest extent 

possible, to define their own truth about their teaching experience.  

Method  

For this study I conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews using an 

interview protocol based on the Self-in-Relationships (SIR) interview protocol originally 

designed by Harter and Monsour. I modified and adapted the SIR after piloting a revised 

version of the protocol in three teacher interviews during the summer of 2010. See 

Appendix A for a description of the pilot interviews and how the protocol was modified 

as a result of the interviews. See Appendix B for the final interview protocol. 

Harter and Monsour’s interview protocol was initially developed to examine 

adolescents’ self-perceptions at different phases of development (Harter & Monsour, 

1992). The protocol was modified by Calverley, Fischer, and Ayoub and termed the 

“Self-in-Relationships Interview” in order to examine how sexually abused adolescent 

girls represent a portrait of themselves in different relationships (Calverley et al., 1994). 

The interview protocol asked participants to describe how they felt in different contexts 

of their lives (e.g., with family or with friends), to identify whether those feelings were 

positive or negative, and to place their descriptions of their feelings on a diagram 

presenting a series of concentric rings emanating from most important to least important 

(see Appendix C for a sample of this diagram). Several studies have since replicated the 
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protocol with adolescents or modified it for use with adults (Simonsen, 2010; Wright, 

2006).  

For the purpose of this study, the protocol was modified slightly to examine how 

teachers feel in different contexts of their professional environment. Previous studies 

have asked participants to express how they feel in different areas of their lives (at home, 

at school, with friends, with romantic partners, etc.), but because this study focused on 

the professional life of teachers, the modified protocol focused exclusively on 

professional contexts. The professional life of special education teachers in public 

schools is multifaceted because special educators usually wear many hats. Most 

commonly experience a combination of teaching in inclusive settings, teaching in self-

contained settings, managing a caseload of students, and filling several other roles 

ranging from coaching and mentoring to tutoring to club sponsorship and so forth. Thus, 

examining their experience as teachers was best explored in the relationship of the 

contexts or ecologies in which they operate.  

 This protocol has been shown to reflect a “positivity bias,” meaning that 

individuals tend to rank positive attributes as most important and negative attributes as 

less important. This tendency has been interpreted “as a mechanism to protect and 

enhance the self, [as] individuals are more likely to emphasize and take credit for their 

successes than their failures” (Harter & Monsour, 1992, p. 252). In several studies with 

different populations, the core ring (the most important region of the diagram—see 

Appendix C) had a mean distribution of higher than 75% positive traits and 10% or less 

negative traits (Harter & Monsour, 1992). Because resilience is associated with positive 
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traits and risk is associated with negative traits, this study examined the core region of the 

diagram for resilience factors and the outer region of the diagram for risk factors in 

teachers. I also asked participants to identify how they felt in different contexts across 

their school environment, thus providing additional data about the relationship between 

specific environments and resilience.  

 The final questions in this modified protocol asked participants to describe what 

they believe their school does to promote or inhibit the positive factors identified 

(resilience) and what role the school plays in exacerbating or minimizing the negative 

factors identified (risk). For example, a teacher may explain that the design of a school’s 

schedule does not afford special education teachers a designated planning period during 

the school day. 

Criteria for Participant Recruitment and Selection 

This descriptive study involved first-year, secondary special education teachers 

from the George Washington University’s (GWU’s) master’s program in Transition 

Special Education. I consulted with Juliana Taymans, Ph.D., faculty in GWU’s Special 

Education and Disability Studies Department, to identify teachers who were prepared 

under the same teacher preparation design at GWU and to obtain their e-mail contact 

information.  

These individuals had completed their teaching internship requirements, were in 

full-time paid special education teaching positions, and were completing their final 

course requirements for spring 2011 graduation. The potential pool of participants was 

21. All of these individuals were contacted via e-mail and were invited to participate in 
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the study (see Appendix D for e-mail communication). Once a final list of voluntary 

participants was identified, I met with Dr. Taymans and project staff familiar with 

participants’ current work situations to choose a purposeful sample of 10 teachers. 

Among previous studies on resilience in teachers that used interviews as a data collection 

method and were reviewed as a part of this study (see Chapter II), sample sizes ranged 

from six to 12 participants, with nine being the average. Selection was based on ensuring 

that participants represented, as much as possible, a full range of teaching conditions 

(e.g., high and low socioeconomic status communities, large and small schools, inclusion 

and self-contained responsibilities) and demographic characteristics (i.e., age and 

gender).  

Sample 

 The resulting sample comprised nine women teaching in three districts across a 

large metropolitan area. One additional teacher participated in an interview, but indicated 

that she did not intend to continue teaching. For this reason, she was excluded from the 

sample. The remaining participants represent a range of ages, degrees, and life 

experiences. Their basic characteristics are provided in Table 1.  

 Participants in this sample all worked in secondary schools that differed from one 

another demographically. Prior to each interview, I gathered background data on the 

school where each participant worked. I gathered demographic data about each school, 

including the number of students and teachers, the number of students who receive free 

and reduced-price lunch, and the location of the school by visiting each school’s website. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of Special Education Teachers in Study Sample 

Participant 
Age 
group Ethnicity 

Undergraduate 
degree 

Career field prior 
to teaching 

Harper 24-27 White 
Elementary 
education Peace Corps 

June 24-27 White Education (None identified) 
Lily 24-27 White Psychology (None identified) 

Maggie 45+ White 
Education of 
hearing impaired Tutoring 

Maya 27-35 White 
History/ 
Women’s studies 

Public relations, 
Education policy 

Olivia 24-27 White Music therapy Music therapy 

Scarlet 27-35 White Political science 
Politics, 
Broadcasting 

Simone 35-45 
African 
American Political science 

Nonprofit 
administration 

Zoe 24-27 
African 
American Political science 

Education 
development 

 

I gathered assessment data by collecting individual school report cards from the 

following state or district websites: mdreportcard.org, https://p1pe.doe.virginia.gov 

/reportcard/, and http://www.nclb.osse.dc.gov/schools.asp. All of the schools represented 

had a special education population of between 10% and 21%. School size and 

socioeconomic status varied the most. The smallest school in the sample had 664 students 

and the largest had 2,298 students. One school had only 4.2% of its student population 

qualifying for free and reduced-price meals (FARMS), while another had 85% of its 

student population eligible for FARMS. Table 2 displays school data for each participant.  

 All study participants taught special education, and all but one worked with one 

content area exclusively. Most taught math or reading. One participant had a background 

in music and taught that as her content area. One participant worked in an all-day, self-

contained setting and was therefore responsible for all subjects in a model that was closer 
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to an elementary schedule than a typical secondary schedule with block periods. 

Participants had a range of caseload responsibilities—one participant had two students on 

her caseload, while another had 20. See Table 3 for participant teaching responsibilities.   

 
Table 2. School Data, by Participant 

Participant School 
Total  
no. of 
students 

School 
meeting 
AYP? 

Percentage 
of Students 
qualifying 
for FARMS 

School 
attendance 
rate 

SPED 
percentage 
of school 
population 

Harper A 2,010 No 35.1 93.9 15.40 
June B    664 No 54.7 93.9 14.50 
Lily C 2,298 No 26.2 94.0 16.90 
Maggie D 2,158 No 32.9 95.0 17.40 
Maya E    828 No 57.9 95.4 10.80 
Olivia F 2,140 Yes   8.9 96.0 14.60 
Scarlet G 2,087 Yes   4.2 96.1 11.70 
Simone H 1,144 Yes 22.4 97.0 13.30 
Zoe I    836 No 85.0 70.0 21.00 
Note. AYP = adequate yearly progress; FARMS = free and reduced-price meals; SPED = special education 
 

 

 

Table 3. Participant Teaching Responsibilities 

Participant School level Subjects 
taught 

No. of students 
on IEP caseload 

Harper High school All subjects 8 
June Middle school English 10 
Lily High school Math 10 
Maggie Middle school English 5 
Maya Middle school English 13 
Olivia High school Music  2 
Scarlet High school Math 7 
Simone Middle school English 9 
Zoe High school Math 16 
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Data Collection 
 
 For each interview, I met with a single participant for an hour and a half in a face-

to-face setting with access to a table or desk. To arrange the interviews, I contacted 

participants by e-mail and offered options for meeting times and locations that would be 

convenient for them. I indicated that the interview would take an hour and a half and 

could be done after school or on the weekend at a time of mutual convenience. 

Participants were offered the option of being interviewed at their school, at their local 

library, or at the GWU library. In general, qualitative researchers consider it most 

authentic to speak to participants in their “natural setting,” in this case a school 

classroom, but because participants were being asked to speak candidly about their work 

environments, I felt it was important to offer them the option of meeting in an alternative 

setting.  

 Each interview was conducted in a private setting—a teacher’s classroom or a 

quiet room in a library—and was recorded using a digital audio recorder. The participant 

was informed of the purpose of the study, assured anonymity, and informed of her right 

to stop the interview at any time. The interview itself was broken into five distinct parts 

(see Appendix B for the interview protocol): demographic questions and questions about 

participants’ current work environment; questions about personal perceptions in four 

domains of teaching; development of the self-portrait; participant analysis of the self-

portrait; and participant analysis of the way school environments influence the self-

portrait. At the conclusion of each interview, I asked participants if they had any 

outstanding questions or wanted to add additional information. I ended each interview by 
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explaining that I would follow up to give them a chance to review my data analysis and 

offer additional feedback. 

Introductory questions. The first phase of each interview presented a set of 

demographic questions followed by a series of “low-support” questions that asked 

participants to describe their current teaching roles and responsibilities, school 

environment, and reasons why they have chosen to work in special education (Calverly et 

al., 1994). This allowed participants to present their own perceptions of their school 

contexts and to give some background about what brought them to their particular school 

in this particular field of work.  

  Ecological perceptions. The second phase of the interview included more “high-

support” questions that asked participants to describe what a particular school setting 

looked like for them (self-contained, inclusion, case management, and another setting of 

their choice). Once participants described that setting, they were given four sheets of 

paper, one for each setting. They were asked to complete the statement, “When I am 

working in a (given) setting, I feel ________” a total of six times for each setting. The 

“feeling” words they described were written on adhesive labels of different colors for 

different settings (i.e., red for self-contained, blue for inclusion). Once they wrote six 

feeling words for a given setting, they were asked to rate that feeling as either positive or 

negative with a (+) or a (-) sign. Emphasis was placed on the fact that ratings should not 

be based on whether the adjective itself is an inherently positive or negative word, but 

rather on how the individual participant perceived that word in this particular context. 
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The process was repeated three additional times until participants had listed and rated six 

descriptive adjectives for each of the four professional settings.  

 Self-portrait development. Participants were presented with a diagram of three 

concentric rings that would form their “self-portrait” as a teacher. The center ring was 

labeled most important, the middle ring was labeled less important, and the outer ring 

was labeled least important. Participants were instructed to place adhesive labels 

containing their descriptive adjectives on the diagram based on whether they felt that 

word was most important, less important, or least important to how they viewed 

themselves as teachers (see Appendix C). Again, emphasis was placed on the idea that 

words were to be placed according to how the participant perceived their importance, not 

according to how she thought she should perceive their importance. Once all adhesive 

labels were placed and the portrait was created (see Appendix E), the participants were 

asked how they made decisions on what was most or least important. They were then 

asked to describe what they noticed when they looked at the portrait as a whole.  

 Environmental influence. After analyzing their self-portraits, participants were 

asked to identify what they believed their school environments did in order to promote or 

inhibit the most important (or resilient) feelings and what their school environments did 

to promote or inhibit the conflicts or contradictions they identified.  

 Conclusion. At the conclusion of each interview, I asked the participants whether 

they had any outstanding questions or would like to add anything else to the interview. 

After giving them a chance to respond, I thanked them for their participation and asked 

them if they would be willing to participate in a follow-up session once I had analyzed 
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and interpreted the initial data. I emphasized that one of the strengths of qualitative 

research is the ability to capture the voice of the participants in the study and said the 

follow-up was important not only because it would help increase the validity of the study 

but also because it would give participants an opportunity to assess whether they felt they 

had been represented authentically.  

Data Management 

 All data gathered during this study were stored securely. Information that was 

gathered digitally was given a pseudonym label to protect anonymity, and the 

information was saved in a password-protected computer. Data collected on paper, such 

as the self-portraits or handwritten field notes, were also assigned a pseudonym and 

stored in a locked file cabinet.  

Interview data were recorded using a digital recorder and were then sent to a 

transcription service to be transcribed. I read each transcript while listening to the 

corresponding recording to ensure accuracy and also to add any nonverbal data that might 

be significant (e.g., long pauses, sighs, hesitations, or changes in tone or inflection). Once 

the data were transcribed, they were input into the ATLAS.ti software program for 

coding.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Once interview data were collected and transcribed, they were subject to coding 

and analysis. According to Seidel and Kelle, the purpose of coding is “to undertake three 

kinds of operations: (a) noticing relevant phenomena; (b) collecting examples of those 

phenomena; and (c) analyzing those phenomena in order to find commonalities, 
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differences, patterns, and structures” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, pp. 55-56). In this sense, 

coding was a heuristic process during which I “made sense of (or interpreted) the 

meanings others have about the world” (Creswell, 2007, p. 21). My analysis was guided 

by my research question: How do beginning (first-year) special education teachers in 

secondary schools experience multiple school environments associated with their roles as 

teachers?  

I began by reading each transcript and reviewing each self-portrait to get a sense 

of the data as one unit, making notes about general observations as well as potential 

categories and codes. I coded the transcripts using both emergent and theoretical codes, 

allowing independent themes to emerge from participants’ narratives while also viewing 

their statements through a theoretical lens (Maxwell, 2005). I documented any 

modifications to coding or analysis via analytic memos throughout the course of the data 

analysis and interpretation process (Maxwell, 2005). The goal was to identify patterns of 

resilience in beginning special education teachers.  

 I also compared the ratios of positive to negative descriptors placed in the center 

or most important ring of each self-portrait. I anticipated that, as in my pilot study and 

studies that have been conducted previously using this research methodology, a greater 

number of positive words would be found in the center ring while a greater number of 

negative words would be found in the outer ring.  

Validity  

 Creswell (2007) considers “‘validation’ in qualitative research to be an attempt to 

assess the ‘accuracy’ of the findings” (p. 206). In this study, I ensured validity by 
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collecting a rich bevy of data and by building in systematic checkpoints throughout the 

study to ensure that my work, while a representation of my own interpretation, was as 

authentic as possible.  

 Researcher bias. I wrote analytic memos regularly to monitor and reflect on my 

own bias and presence in my study. I did this both at the outset of the study to map my 

own beliefs and assumptions that might influence my work as well as during the data 

collection and analysis phase (Creswell, 2007, p. 208). I understand that my role as a 

researcher and my background as a secondary special education teacher who had been 

prepared in a teaching model similar to the one my participants experienced had some 

bearing on my work in this study. I made every effort to be transparent with my 

participants about the purpose of the study and what their interview data would be used 

for. I also solicited frequent feedback from peer reviewers to help diminish transference 

of my own experiences and beliefs.  

 Peer reviews. I solicited peer reviews not only to reduce researcher bias, but also 

to verify my analysis and interpretation of the data. This “external check of the research 

process” facilitated my own reflection on my analysis and placed my peers in a “devil’s 

advocate” role to ensure that each claim I made was supported with sufficient evidence 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 208). In addition to my committee members, I asked a special 

education colleague and a general education colleague to read my analysis to help me 

identify any areas of bias.  

 Respondent validation. I solicited feedback from study participants after I 

completed my analysis and interpretation so that they had an opportunity to agree, 
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disagree, or add information. Allowing participants to evaluate whether their experiences 

had been accurately represented kept my own researcher bias in check and increased the 

validity of the study (Maxwell, 2005, p. 111). Four participants from my original sample 

participated in brief follow-up interviews in the spring following data collection. They 

were provided with an executive summary of my analysis as well as the complete 

chapter. They were asked to identify any areas that they strongly agreed or disagreed with 

and to provide any additional information they felt I had missed.  

 Quasi-statistics. I compared the percentages of positive and negative adjectives 

generated in each teaching domain and in each concentric ring (most, less, and least 

important) from each participant. This process not only supported my interpretive 

analysis, but also served as an additional data point, thereby building validity (Maxwell, 

2005, p. 113).  

Ethical Considerations 

 There is risk involved in any study involving interview participants, but every 

effort was made to minimize risk to the participants interviewed in this study. First, I 

followed the guidelines put forth by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) and ensured 

the anonymity of each participant. Second, individual schools and school districts were 

kept anonymous so that participants felt safe sharing their feelings about teaching in their 

specific school environments without fear of repercussions from school administrators, 

staff, or parents. Participants had completed all supervised preservice teaching required 

for their degrees and were made aware that their participation in this research had no 

connection to their completion of the final requirements for their degrees. Participants 
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were informed that they could stop the interview at any time. Finally, once the details of 

this study were shared, each participant was given the option not to participate. 

Project Timeline 

During the summer of 2010, I conducted a small pilot study to test and adapt the 

SIR instrument. I submitted IRB paperwork in December 2010. Upon IRB approval, I 

contacted potential participants to ask about their interest in being interviewed. I 

conducted interviews in February, March, and April of 2011. I sent an analysis of my 

findings to participants in May of 2012. In addition to increasing validity, this step also 

gave participants an opportunity to provide additional data if they so desired. In June 

2012, conclusions were written, and the study was presented for review.  
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Chapter IV 
 

Resilience in Beginning Special Education Teachers 
 

Introduction 
 

The purpose of the study was to gain insight into the experiences of beginning 

special education teachers in order to understand factors that contribute to teacher 

resilience. Data analysis generally showed that participants felt positive in self-contained, 

inclusion, and “other” roles and negative in the case management role. Themes of respect 

and support emerged as sources of resilience, and themes of isolation, lack of support, 

and lack of preparation emerged as sources of risk. Across each environment, however, 

participants were able to identify and demonstrate resilience.  

 Participants identified three teaching roles that best applied to their situation and 

answered questions about their experiences in those roles. This chapter provides a cross-

participant analysis of each teaching role, followed by an analysis of participant reactions 

to their completed self-portraits. Table 4 gives an overview of the teaching roles 

identified by each participant.  

 
Table 4. Participation in Different Teaching Roles, by Participant 

Participant 
Self-
contained Inclusion 

Case 
management Other “Other” role 

Harper X  X X Coach 
June  X X X Mentor 
Lily  X X X   
Maggie X X X   
Maya  X X X Tutor 
Olivia X  X X Committee member 
Scarlet X  X X Relationship builder 
Simone X X X   
Zoe X X X   
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Self-Contained  
 

Self-contained teaching occurs when students with IEPs receive instruction and 

services in a special education classroom without the presence of mainstream students. At 

the secondary level, this class period may be a designated special education “Resource” 

class period, wherein students receive additional assistance in academic content or related 

IEP goals. It may also be a regular content class period (Algebra, Language Arts, Social 

Studies, etc.) taught by a special education teacher in a special education classroom. 

These classes are typically smaller than mainstream classes and are intended to provide a 

venue for more individual and specialized instruction. This service delivery model is 

sometimes considered more restrictive because it prevents students from interacting with 

their nondisabled peers in general education classes.  

 Seven of the nine study participants taught at least one class period per school day 

in a self-contained setting. Of these seven, Harper, Scarlet, and Olivia taught exclusively 

in a self-contained setting and served a cohort of students with moderate to severe 

disabilities, while Lily, Maggie, Simone, and Zoe taught in self-contained classes for part 

of the day and in inclusion classes for another part of the day. Harper taught all content 

areas (math, science, social studies, English, and art), while the other six participants 

taught in one content area exclusively—math (Lily, Scarlet, Zoe), English (Maggie, 

Simone), or music (Olivia).  

On the SIR, participants gave more positive responses (82%) than negative 

responses (18%) in the self-contained setting. This response pattern parallels that 

associated with the “other” setting, in which participants gave 84% positive responses 
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and 16% negative responses. Responses that occurred more than once are listed in 

Table 5. 

Table 5. Word Frequency for Self-Contained 

“Feeling” word 
No. of occurrences  
(out of 7 respondents) 

Happy 3 
Creative 3 
Relaxed 2 
Comfortable 2 
Confident 2 
Challenged 2 
Frustrated 2 

 

 It is noteworthy that even words that might initially be viewed as negative, such 

as “challenged” and “frustrated,” were identified in at least one instance each as positive 

because participants associated feeling frustrated or challenged with having opportunities 

for growth and improvement in their teaching. See Figure 4 for a portrait of all participant 

responses about the self-contained setting.  

Ownership. Six of the seven participants who described their experiences in self-

contained teaching spoke in some way about feeling a sense of ownership of their work 

and their classrooms. They felt they had control and autonomy, which made them feel 

good. Zoe, who had larger class sizes and less support than the other participants, 

described feeling overwhelmed (rather than excited) to have her own classes of students. 

The other six participants, however, gave some of their most strongly positive 

descriptions as they discussed their self-contained classrooms (see Table 6).  
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Figure 4. Combined Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Portrait for the Seven Participants (of 
Nine) who Experienced Self-Contained Teaching 

These overall feelings of confidence and control are supported by these 

participants’ positive experiences in their self-contained classrooms. In this setting, they 

generally felt the most connected to their students and felt that they were actually making 

a difference in students’ lives and growing as teachers. These feelings translated into 

protective factors within this particular teaching role.  
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Table 6. Participant Comments About Classroom Ownership in Self-Contained 
Classrooms  

Participant Comment 
Harper I said [I feel] free because I feel like when I have a situation that 

comes up I’m free to kinda roll with it.  
Lily I’m happy in there because I feel like I can really do whatever I want. 
Maggie [I feel] energized because I love planning for classes. It’s my own 

class to plan for. It’s not my team-taught situation, so I’m able to do 
that. 

Olivia I thought it was a really unique opportunity for me to create my own 
program and to do what I really want to do. It worked out really well. 

Scarlet When I’m working in a self-contained setting, I feel lucky to be in 
charge of my own classroom. 

Simone [I feel] confident in just knowing my content area, knowing my 
students. I can see everyone, what they’re doing, [and] what they may 
not be doing, so it gives me more [of] a sense of control over what’s 
happening in the room. 

 

 Feeling connected. Six participants described their role in self-contained 

classrooms as one in which they felt connected to their students. Maggie spoke about this 

in terms of feeling needed: “Well, I think knowing who I am, my most important thing is 

wanting to be needed, and I think that’s what motivated me in wanting to pursue the 

master’s [degree] in teaching. It’s the relationships.” In this role, she felt she was able to 

serve her purpose as an educator. For Zoe, it was also about feeling needed: “[In a self-

contained role I feel] wanted…. They’re just able to express their want for me a little 

better and also their need for me.” Harper said that making such relationships was like 

building a family: “I call them my kids. It’s the closest thing I have to a family…. They 

feel very comfortable with me, and I feel very comfortable with them, so I really like 

that.” Scarlet felt that the self-contained setting allowed her to more easily establish 

rapport with students and, similarly, Lily felt that with fewer students and in the absence 

of the watchful eye of a coteacher, she was able to make stronger connections with her 
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students: “I love the self-contained class because I feel like I can talk to my kids and not 

just worry about [my content] all the time.” These participants were thankful for the 

opportunity to get to know their students individually and to build a classroom culture of 

their own.  

 Making progress. The self-contained role is also the only role about which 

participants explicitly discussed student growth and personal progress. They described 

feeling rewarded by their work in a way they did not when describing other roles. Olivia 

discussed growth in terms of student growth: “To see breakthroughs from that ‘Oh I got it 

wrong once. I can't do it’ to ‘Oh, this is really cool. Oh, that wasn’t the right answer? Oh, 

I'll try again.’ Those are the good days. I feel like I’m really reaching the kids, I’m really 

making a difference, and that I’m actually doing something useful for my kids.” She also 

discussed growth in herself: “I’m getting comfortable in the situation. I feel really 

comfortable in my room. I feel comfortable teaching. I’m really getting better at 

developing my lesson plans. I’m getting better at being able to communicate what I’m 

trying to get them to understand in a way that they understand it.” The idea of making 

progress was echoed in Lily’s comments about some of her more successful lessons: “I 

do feel successful sometimes. Not all of the time, but I don’t think any teacher feels all 

the time successful. But it’s fun. When it is successful, it’s awesome…. And in those 

times I feel very encouraged with things that I’m trying that maybe they’re working.” 

Maggie saw growth in herself in terms of how she related to her students: “I’m happy 

because I’m seeing the [teacher/class] relationship develop now and even in their 

quirkiness, especially with the ED [emotional disabilities] component, it’s changed from 
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last year where I didn’t want to be around ED kids.” Scarlet stated simply, “When I am 

working in a self-contained setting I feel like I can effect change,” and Zoe reflected, 

“I’ve definitely come a long way. Those were not my feelings the first month.” Each 

participant felt rewarded in this role because she could see positive progress over time. In 

a self-contained setting, participants could more easily see their own growth and their 

students’ growth. 

 Talking about the work. Perhaps because self-contained settings are where 

participants had the most responsibility for lesson planning, the conversation about roles 

in self-contained classrooms were where participants actually described instruction. Some 

described the way they structured each class period, some discussed instructional models 

they used, and some described the planning process. Table 7 includes some examples.  

 Challenging work. While all participants had positive things to share about their 

self-contained teaching experiences, many were quick to point out that it is very 

challenging work and can be frustrating. Olivia felt that she was sometimes so 

overwhelmed that it was hard for her to accomplish her goals: “So [I am] very frustrated 

that sometimes I’m not able to look at that bigger picture and to be a productive teacher 

or be a productive mentor, be a productive therapist, or any of the things that I’m 
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Table 7. Participant Statements About the Act of Teaching 

Participant Statement 
Maggie I’m learning how to differentiate. 
Simone [I know] everybody’s pace. I know who should start as soon as 

they walk in and who I’ll allow to probably talk until—pace 
allows me to know who can probably get water, I know they’ll 
come right back, and who needs to be with me the entire time. 

Lily I do quite a bit of direct instruction because it’s difficult for them 
to grasp a concept. So I try and lay out the steps and then I try 
and do something with it every day. 

Olivia We do a warm-up exercise. We go into the lesson. We get to the 
big “so what” [then]…they move to what I call open 
workshop…. I make sure that everybody’s doing something 
productive. 

Harper Generally I teach with the whole class. Sometimes I’ll do small 
groups but generally I really try to facilitate communication a lot, 
so I try to get them to talk as much as they can.  

Scarlet I go around and make sure everybody’s on task pretty much the 
whole time. And then there’s usually time for independent 
practice…. It’s basically like one-on-one support. 

 

trying to be.” Lily felt anxious that she was not always able to teach as effectively as she 

wanted to: “But it’s also hard. I mean it’s just hard. And, you know, I feel bad for the 

students when they don’t get it, and I worry about that.” With the exception of Simone, 

each participant acknowledged at least one challenging aspect of teaching in a self-

contained setting.  

 Balancing expectations. Comments about balancing individual student needs 

with content standards and state test expectations occurred several times. Maggie and 

Lily, both teaching content area classes that are tested with state assessments, were 

frustrated with how to deliver required content while respecting their students’ current 

needs. Maggie said, “It’s not only what you have to do for the class but then what does 

the school require and then what is the county requiring, what does the state require, you 
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know, it becomes overwhelming.” Lily worried about her students graduating: “So it’s 

very challenging. And that also is—has to do with being stressed about that ’cause I 

really, really want them to learn the material…. But for a lot of them, I know the 

importance of getting a diploma. So just passing [the state test]. So that’s challenging.” 

Harper did not teach in a tested grade, nor did she have a prescribed district curriculum. 

Knowing the pressures of the alternative, however, she expressed appreciation for her 

flexible teaching situation: “This is like what real teaching should be, and I feel like so 

many people get bogged down with the standards and staying on task and on time and 

you gotta keep moving, keep moving, keep moving, and with the way I teach it’s more 

like the kids set the pace.” She also felt that she would not know how to be successful if 

asked to teach in a program that required her to “keep moving.” She said, “I feel like if I 

was teaching in like a [different] program I personally wouldn’t know how to do that as 

well.” Conflicted feelings about meeting state requirements and doing what they felt 

personally was best for students served as a source of frustration for these participants.  

 Flying solo. In two instances, participants reflected on the fact that, while 

providing them with autonomy, self-contained teaching could also isolate them. For Zoe, 

it felt like being pulled in too many directions, which made her feel like she could not be 

as effective as she wanted to be: “When I’m in my self-contained class, I feel like I’m 

five people at one time, and I still feel like that’s not enough.” Scarlet cited feeling 

overwhelmed in the absence of someone to turn to for support: “I don’t have anybody to 

go to, to help me for the day, like, planning, so, you know, I’m in charge of full planning, 

running the classroom.” She went on to say, however, that even with these feelings of 
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isolation, she would still prefer to stay in a self-contained environment: “Even though I 

wish I had a coteacher because I do feel alone sometimes, and I feel like everything’s on 

me, I also feel very lucky that I have my own classroom and I can do what I wanna do 

and nobody’s trying to dismiss me.” Feeling isolated and having control were two 

outcomes of being placed in a self-contained role. Depending on other support structures 

in place, self-contained teaching can result in both risk and resilience.  

Inclusion 
 
 Inclusion teaching occurs in special education when students are placed in classes 

with general education students (“mainstreamed”) and a special education teacher is 

paired with a general education teacher who is a content specialist. It is generally 

considered the “least restrictive” service delivery model, wherein students with special 

needs are able to access academic content in the same instructional setting as their 

nondisabled peers. There is no standard model for inclusion; many schools and individual 

teachers choose an approach based on the needs of the students and the skills of the 

teachers. Generally speaking, the selected approach falls under one of four models of 

coteaching: parallel teaching, one leads/one supports, station teaching, and coteaching 

(Cook & Friend, 1995). In parallel teaching, teachers divide the class and deliver the 

same content simultaneously to small groups of students. In the “one leads/one supports” 

model, one teacher delivers a whole-group lesson while the other circulates among 

students to answer questions and monitor work. In station teaching, students are put into 

small groups that rotate among various teaching stations, with each teacher taking a 

position at a different station (for instance, one might instruct students on the different 
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ways to write up lab results while the other leads an experiment). In coteaching, two 

teachers deliver instruction as a team, sharing equally in lesson delivery.  

 Among the nine teachers who participated in this study, six cotaught, though their 

coteaching arrangements varied. Lily, for example, taught one subject with one teacher 

for all three periods of her instructional day. June, in contrast, taught in five different 

classrooms with five different teachers in two different grade levels. Table 8 illustrates 

the various coteaching arrangements of participants. 

Table 8. Coteaching Characteristics, by Participant 

Participant 
No. of classes 
cotaught 

No. of 
coteachers 

No. of subjects 
taught 

Lily 3 1 1 
June 5 5 1 
Maggie 2 2 1 
Maya 6 3 2 
Simone 2 2 1 
Zoe 1 1 1 

 

In their inclusion roles, participants felt conflicted and described a less positive 

experience than they did for self-contained teaching. About 63% of responses on the SIR 

for inclusion were ranked as “positive,” and 37% were ranked as “negative” (versus 82% 

positive and 18% negative in a self-contained role). Even within interviews, responses 

varied greatly from relationship to relationship. Participants who had an extremely 

positive experience with one coteacher may have had an extremely negative experience 

with another. Several words appeared more than once across portraits, as illustrated in 

Table 9.  
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Table 9. Word Frequency for Inclusion 
 

“Feeling” word 
No. of Occurrences 
(out of 6 respondents) 

Needed 3 
Supported 3 
Frustrated 2 
Excited 2 

 
 Words that did not appear more than once but often conflicted with other words 

used by the same participant include appreciated, respected, supported, anxious, 

confused, and frantic. Again, often these conflicted feelings appeared in the same 

interview but corresponded to feelings about different coteachers. See Figure 5 for a 

portrait of all participant responses about the inclusion setting.  

Role negotiation. Participants had good and bad inclusion experiences, and the 

nature of those experiences depended on a number of different interpersonal factors. A 

consistent theme throughout descriptions of the inclusion experience was feeling 

uncertain about one’s role as a coteacher. Often, new teachers are teamed with veteran 

teachers who are considered experts and can model strong teaching. That was true among 

this cohort; the coteacher with the least amount of experience (the one who worked with 

Lily) had been teaching for 8 years. When describing their relationships with coteachers, 

participants said they felt tentative and were often unsure whether a disagreement was 

legitimate or based on their novice status. Maya described a difficult relationship with a 

coteacher, saying, “It makes me really upset sometimes because I don’t know how to talk 

with her about [a problem I see] and approach the subject ’cause she’s very strong and 

she also knows the curriculum. I don’t know the curriculum yet. It’s my first year.” Zoe  
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Figure 5. Combined Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Portrait for the Six Participants (of Nine) 
who Experienced Inclusion 
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expressed doubt in her ability to get along with her coteacher based on how long she had 

been in the classroom: “I don’t really have a good relationship, but I think that’s because 

she’s older and because she’s been teaching so long.” June described feeling frustrated by 

an inability to establish a solid identity as a coteacher because her experiences were so 

varied: “I think I am flexible and other teachers are too because I’m always coming into 

their classroom. It’s just very different in every class. [I am] frustrated frequently because 

it’s constant changing who I need to be for each teacher.” 

Others, like Maggie, expressed frustration because her novice status and having 

ideas that differed from those of her inclusion partner prevented her from having a voice 

in the decision-making process. She said, “Our philosophies don’t mesh” and “It’s 

frustrating when you offer to do something and it’s just not acknowledged and you’re 

wanting to help.” This lack of clarity about the best way to participate in her coteacher’s 

classroom created feelings of anxiety and confusion in Maggie and made her unsure of 

her identity as a coteacher. In opposite circumstances, Lily described feeling 

“encouraged” and “like a partner” in her inclusion situation because she was more sure of 

her role and identity in that classroom. She said, “I think in a team-teaching role, just 

because I’ve heard so many nightmare stories, feeling included and like I’m actually a 

part of what’s going on in our classroom is so important to helping our kids and me 

feeling like I want to teach and that I want to go to work.” For all six participants in the 

inclusion environment, regardless of whether they had positive or negative experiences in 

that role, coteaching experiences were challenging because the novice team member had 

to work to establish her own identity within another person’s classroom.  
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External factors. Not surprisingly, participants frequently characterized their 

inclusion experiences in terms of their teaching partners. In some cases they felt 

supported, and in others they felt frustrated. Several factors that were directly related to 

the teaching relationships appeared across several interviews. The quality of those 

relationships depended on (1) whether teachers felt respected, (2) whether there was 

adequate communication, and (3) whether there was a team approach to instruction.  

Respect and authority. In several cases, participants said that how they felt in the 

classroom and how the students viewed them depended largely on the tone set by their 

coteacher. Participants felt good about themselves and felt more effective if they felt 

respected and had a sense of parity in the classroom. A distinction was made between 

whether participants felt like support staff (a teacher’s aide, instructional assistant, or 

administrative assistant) or like a teaching partner. Feeling like an equal largely defined 

whether participants had a positive or negative experience in an inclusion environment. 

Maya, who described one positive and one negative inclusion experience, explained why 

she felt good in one relationship: “I know that I have somebody there to back me up with 

my favorite coteacher…and that, I think, is so affirming for me, and I think for the kids to 

see, to kind of say that I’m also the teacher.” She went on to describe her negative 

inclusion experience by saying, “[My other coteacher] has a very strong personality. I 

have the last two periods of the day every day with her, and it’s very much her room, her 

classroom. I’m support.” Maggie, who also taught with multiple coteachers, had a 

similarly dichotomous experience. In her negative experience, she said, “[My coteacher] 

and I have struggled since Day 1, and I will tell you that teachers in [her department] do 
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like their control.” Her other relationship, which she described as positive, made her feel 

more like an equal: “She appreciates what I do. I think she respects me even though I’m 

new, and I feel valued because I’m given a role and it’s nice.” In Maggie’s case, clear 

expectations and a better balance of authority led to feelings of trust and support in one 

relationship, while unclear expectations and having less control led to feelings of 

frustration and helplessness in the other relationship.  

 Simone and Lily had very positive inclusion experiences, and both described 

those experiences in the context of “horror stories” they had heard about bad coteaching 

relationships. They said they felt lucky because they were treated with respect and as 

equals in the classroom. Simone said, “[Both coteaching relationships] work. No stepping 

on toes. I don’t feel as if I’m being ignored or talked down towards. A really great team-

taught experience. I can admit that. They both work extremely well,” and “I’m not just 

there making copies or something.” Likewise, Lily said she had a positive relationship 

with her inclusion partner and expressed an awareness that things could be very different: 

“[Coteaching is] amazing. I am with the same teacher all three periods, and she’s 

incredible…. She’s young and she’s really fun, and we really mesh. And she treats me 

like a teacher. Not like a special ed teacher that comes in to deal with ‘those kids.’” 

Feeling respected—or not respected—by one’s team member played a significant role in 

whether teachers felt accepted and treated as equals in cotaught classrooms. 

Communication. Whether participants felt they had a voice in their cotaught 

classrooms also greatly impacted how successful they felt in those classrooms. 

Opportunities for communication as well as the quality of communication played major 
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roles. Each participant described communication in some way as a barrier or facilitator to 

a strong inclusion relationship. In negative experiences, communication was blocked and 

the inclusion partner was seen as “unapproachable.” In positive experiences, 

communication was not just an opportunity to share ideas but also a tool for developing a 

truly collegial relationship. Simone and Lily, who worked within the strongest inclusion 

environments, described communication in a more nuanced way than other participants, 

detailing how collaboration works rather than simply stating that it exists (see Table 10).  

Table 10. Participant Statements About Positive Communication Experiences 

Participant      Statement 
Maya She listens to my ideas. I have—like she’s accepting of—she’s 

approachable. 
Zoe She’s been teaching for 27 years. We often talk about, a lot of times, how 

some of the concepts that she’s taught, I didn’t learn it that way. I learned 
it a different way…. So I think I’m able to provide that insight to the kids 
and help them with that. 

June She’s very flexible and we talk a lot and always are meeting every 
morning. 

Maggie She does not mind at all if I interject during [her part of the lesson] or 
anytime. And she has expressed her appreciation, which the other teacher 
has not, so I think that’s part of it. 

Simone There’s so many things going on that I may miss other things. So we got 
our assessment back and we see that the entire class missed the context 
for this, and we’re like, “How did we do it that day? Was that group 
work? Did we miss and they didn’t get it, we just kept on going? What do 
you wanna do?” 

Lily We plan together and we actually plan with another pair of team teachers 
as well, so we make sure we’re on the same page and we can split up the 
work so we don’t all have to do everything. 
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 In contrast, the participants who described the most negative experiences with 

inclusion (Maya, Maggie, and June) characterized a lack of communication or 

unsuccessful communication as a barrier to successful teaching relationships. See 

Table 11.  

Table 11. Participant Statements About Negative Communication Experiences 

Participant     Statement 
Maya She’s not approachable, and she’s very busy ’cause she’s [the department] 

leader, and with trying to write IEPs she’s getting all these demands. 
Maya Communication, it’s so hard. It’s so hard. 
June And communication doesn’t always go well because I have one teacher 

who’s very inflexible—like, I’ll say, “Let’s write the homework on the 
board,” and she says, “I will not.” She just refuses to do certain things, and 
so I’m working on it. 

Maggie It’s frustrating when you offer to do something and it’s just not 
acknowledged and you’re wanting to help. 

 

 Teamwork. The final external factor that influenced participants’ experiences in 

an inclusion role was whether the two teachers in the room developed a true team 

approach to instruction, something beyond two independent teachers coexisting in one 

room. Three participants (Lily, June, and Simone) described this phenomenon in terms of 

sharing responsibility. Lily said, “We grade together; every other chapter we grade the 

tests. So we split back and forth. Our gradebooks are together…. And we share teaching 

duties…. So the kids know that I’m a teacher too and that I have authority there and 

know the material. Mm-hmm. So it’s great.” Along the same lines, June said, “I do an 

equal amount of the planning and a lot of the discipline and a lot of the dealing with the 

small groups when needed.” Simone went one step further, saying that they not only 

share instructional responsibilities but jointly take responsibility for all students in the 
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classroom: “So with that, we actually don’t even split up our roster. There are times I’ll 

take the entire pile [of papers] and grade them and give feedback. There’s times I teach 

'the entire class. We’ve never said ‘your kids, my kids.’”  

 Participants also described the team mentality in terms of feeling supported and 

mentored. These participants felt safe taking instructional risks because they knew that 

their coteacher provided a safety net. Maya felt like she had “back-up” in the classroom if 

she were to make a mistake: “I feel supported as a teacher, as a new teacher in the 

coteaching environment, that if I’m up there and floundering, I know I have somebody 

there to step in, which is really important. I know that I have somebody there to back me 

up.” Simone said, “So at least in one room, I can tell that the more experienced teacher is 

mentoring me in a way” and “I can’t imagine being in a room with someone who I either 

don’t connect with or we’re doing the same job but we seem like strangers to each other. 

That has to be painful.” In both cases, the veteran and novice teacher have a connection 

and a relationship that is more than mutual tolerance. Teachers feel as though they are 

part of the same team.  

Internal factors: Sources of resilience. A number of internal factors defined 

how resilient participants felt in an inclusion environment. The more resilient portraits 

were those whose authors were able to (1) see experiences as learning opportunities, 

(2) be flexible and reflective, and (3) act as advocates for students. Regardless of whether 

participants enjoyed their coteaching relationships, those who made those relationships 

successful were those who made one or more of these adaptations.  
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 Learning opportunity. Three participants discussed how they had benefitted from 

inclusion because it had afforded them multiple opportunities to grow and to learn from 

someone else’s model of teaching. Maya pointed to a relationship with a coteacher who 

had a style that was very different from her own. She felt lucky to be in his classroom 

because she was in awe of his process and how much he could teach her: “So I can just 

kind of watch what he does, and he’s a great teacher. He models all the time, scaffolds, 

and he’s always reflecting. He’s like, “How did that go? Am I scaffolding too much? Are 

they just too dependent?” And then he’ll try something new the next day. He’s so cool.” 

She saw an opportunity to learn from all of her coteachers, recognizing that as a first-year 

teacher she had much to gain, particularly in content expertise: “It’s just really 

exciting…as a first-year teacher, to work with somebody who’s been teaching and to see 

what they have to do. I feel really thankful that I have that, because they know the 

curriculum. They think they can—they just know the curriculum, which is huge.” Simone 

also learned from her coteachers. She recognized that they represented very different 

models but was able to see strengths in both and to model her own practice after them: “I 

have two [coteachers], and it’s interesting. I have one with a very seasoned teacher, 

maybe 20 to 30 years teaching, and she does it blindfolded. The way she moves and gets 

it and what she knows is just incredible. And then I’m doing it with a teacher who’s 

maybe 4 years in who’s in her 20s and much younger, and she does it differently ’cause 

she can tap into the same pop culture as them and she—high school’s so close to her, I 

think it’s no more than 10 years, I think, so she’s a different energy level, so it’s been 

really helpful to see both sides.” 



 

80 
 

 

 June had more conflicted coteaching relationships. In describing one of them, she 

was able to identify a practice she did not agree with but maintained her posture as a 

continuing learner and saw it as an opportunity: “The next [coteacher] is the teacher 

who’s taught for a long time who I’m working with, and that’s a fascinating class to work 

in because the kids are silent and self-monitor each other because she’s very, very, very 

tough, so for better and for worse.” Lily, who had a very positive experience with her 

coteacher, discussed wanting to improve her practice as a teacher because of the support 

she received: “And her being so encouraging is—makes me want to get better and do 

different things.” Participants who were able to view their inclusion experiences as 

learning opportunities were ultimately more resilient in this environment.  

 Flexibility. Three participants who had had some negative experiences in 

inclusion emphasized the importance of flexibility to being successful as a special 

education teacher. They described situations in which they needed to adapt their own 

practice to succeed in someone else’s classroom. Maya discovered this when she 

approached another teacher about her inclusion challenges: “I actually talked with my 

resource teacher about it and she says, ‘You’re not the first one to have trouble with her.’ 

I’m like, ‘Oh good,’ kind of validating, ’cause I feel like I can adapt to any situation. You 

have to be able to adapt to any situation as a special education teacher.” June, in a 

difficult inclusion situation, described having to vary her behavior based on each 

classroom. In one room, she stated, “I have the one class with the [coteacher] where she 

doesn’t really want me to open my mouth. I do anyway, but I’ve been working on it. 

Every class is different.” She went on to say, “And I think I need to be flexible; to me 
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that’s part of being a special ed teacher.” Adapting based on the situation in front of her 

allowed her to be resilient.  

Maggie had a negative relationship with one of her coteachers and realized that 

she was not able to teach effectively in that classroom based on that interpersonal 

relationship. Recognizing the issue, she adapted her practice and worked on developing a 

personal relationship with her coteacher. She said that, although she continued to have 

trouble in the relationship, working to become more sociable allowed her a greater 

presence in the classroom. Simone expressed appreciation for the reflective process and 

was pleased that the type of coteaching relationships she had allowed her to examine her 

practice and to make adjustments accordingly. For example, when a formative 

assessment revealed that the entire class had misunderstood the context for a lesson, she 

and her coteacher reflected on how they had taught the lesson and what they might do 

differently. Flexibility and reflection facilitated resilience in these participants.  

 Student advocate. Feeling like an advocate for students or feeling that they made 

a difference to students’ lives promoted successful adaptations in inclusion situations. 

Zoe had some positive and some negative experiences with her coteacher but ultimately 

felt that she had a responsibility to be in that classroom to advocate for students. She said, 

“I felt needed, I guess, like the kids needing me—the kids that need me to be there for 

them, the kids that need me to be their voice and to come every day,” and “I think there’s 

a sense of responsibility coming along with that. The fact that a lot of these kids look up 

to me and I am important to them.” June also had positive and negative experiences with 

her teachers but felt that she knew what was fair and what was not fair for students and 
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had a responsibility to act accordingly: “Things aren’t always differentiated in her class. I 

see kids getting lost about various things and that’s kinda my job and I can kinda catch 

her up on it and—but we’re doing it after the fact. That’s not fair to the kids. So I don’t 

know; I’m still figuring out what my job is.”  

 Others had a very positive experience and, because of that, felt successful and felt 

like they could make a difference in her classroom. For example, Lily said, “[I feel like I 

make a difference because] I feel like kids get it and they want to do something in math 

because they don’t—it’s not that they don’t want us to be mad at them ’cause we don’t 

yell at them or anything, but I don’t think they want to disappoint us, and I think that’s 

awesome.” Maya also felt that she made a difference to her students because she was 

filling a role in which she could give them a great deal of individual attention. She said: 

“So I feel needed by the students because I know that I’m there to answer a question. 

Hopefully I’m not making them be dependent, but at the same time, having that attention, 

I feel like I can also just check in and say, “How’s it going?” And maybe I’m the only 

teacher that’s able to do that because maybe that’s their only cotaught class.” 

Case Management  

Case management is a unique teaching environment. Special education falls under 

federal law and involves many regulations and protocols to ensure that every child is 

receiving a free and appropriate public education. The role of a case manager looks 

different from school to school and from district to district, but it typically entails having 

responsibility for 1 to 20 students. The primary responsibility of a case manager is to 

ensure that the services outlined in a child’s IEP are enacted appropriately and with 
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fidelity in the classroom. A student’s IEP generally specifies the types of services a child 

needs (instruction, speech therapy, etc.), the amount of services a child needs, and annual 

goals for the child that are based on current levels of performance. A case manager is 

responsible for ensuring that an IEP is in compliance, meaning that it is complete, that all 

assessments are current, and that the IEP is being enacted in the school.  

The teachers in this sample represented a range of case management situations. 

Scarlet and Harper taught in small, self-contained settings where they saw the same seven 

or eight students each period of each day. These students were also on their caseloads, 

which enabled them to monitor daily whether students were receiving services and 

making progress. Olivia and Maggie had small caseloads, with only two and five 

students, respectively. They saw these students in at least one class period that they 

taught. In these instances, the caseloads were kept intentionally small by the school 

administrators to allow these new teachers time to adjust to what can be an overwhelming 

and time-consuming process. The remaining participants had caseloads that ranged from 

nine to 16 students. Maya, Simone, Lily, and June saw their students at least once daily in 

class while Zoe, with a caseload of 16, had a course schedule that was variable and had 

no formally scheduled opportunities to see the students on her caseload in a given day or 

week.  

The structure and support provided for caseload management also varied across 

the sample. Most teachers (seven of nine) were provided (either formally or informally) 

with a mentor who had experience with case management. Zoe and Harper described 

being able to access individuals who could answer questions for them, but in a much less 
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structured and less formal setting. Some schools (Simone’s and Lily’s) had established 

protocols to help teachers gather data on the progress of their students, while other 

schools had no such protocols in place. Some teachers had administrators who facilitated 

the first few IEP meetings in order to model the process. 

Case management is the environment in which participants experienced the least 

resilience. It is the only environment (of the four) in which the majority of feeling words 

reported on the SIRs were negative (59%) rather than positive (41%), indicating a 

nonresilient adaptation. It is also the only role that applied to every participant; that is, all 

nine participants were able to describe their experience with case management. Several 

words appeared across multiple portraits (see Table 12), all of which were identified as 

negative by the participants.  

Table 12. Word Frequency for Case Management 

“Feeling” word 
No. of occurrences 
(out of 9 respondents) 

Overwhelmed 6 
Stressed 4 
Confused 3 

 Words that did not appear on multiple portraits but lend additional depth to the 

description of this environment include useless, helpless, frustrated, unsupported, 

scrutinized, robotic, undertrained, nervous, and guilty. Feelings of frustration and 

helplessness were pervasive throughout the interviews. See Figure 6 for a portrait of all 

participant responses about the case management setting. 
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Figure 6. Combined Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Portrait for the Nine Participants (of 
Nine) who Experienced Case Management 
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Lack of experience. Many of the feelings that participants reported with regard to 

case management can be attributed to their lack of experience in the role of case 

managers. Every one of the participants had had preparation and some level of experience 

in teaching, but none had had experience with case management. Understanding and 

complying with special education laws, regulations, school policies, monitoring 

processes, and so forth can be intimidating to any new teacher. The logistics of case 

management are not taught in this sample’s graduate program, due largely to the fact that 

case management looks so different at every school. These first-year teachers therefore 

are learning “on the job” what managing a caseload looks like and what it requires of 

them. Six participants described this inexperience and lack of training as part of what 

makes case management frustrating (see Table 13).  

Table 13. Participant Statements About Frustration With Lack of Experience and 
Training 

Participant Statement 

Scarlet I mean, you could throw out your entire education…because what happens 
in the classroom is completely separate. 

Olivia I feel like being inexperienced is the last thing that I want to be. I never 
want to be inexperienced. I feel very inexperienced and new and like I’m 
floundering. 

Maggie I think the part that didn’t click was how I’m supposed to keep up with the 
kids in their classes. That’s the overwhelming part. 

Harper I don’t have any issues with doing IEPs but at the beginning it’s like such a 
joke. The goals are just like nothing ’cause there was no training 
whatsoever with writing IEPs, and I definitely think that’s a problem. 

Lily But I also sometimes feel helpless, especially since I’m new. There’s a lot 
of stuff I don’t know. And I know it’s fine to say, “I don’t know. Let me 
get back to you.” But I still would like to just be able to answer. 

June It’s kind of terrifying because I feel like there’s a lot of things that I’m 
responsible for that I don’t know what I’m doing…. It makes it difficult to 
do my job. 
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Lack of time. Case management, especially in a teacher’s first few years of 

teaching, is also an extremely time-consuming process. Having to perform this role while 

simultaneously planning lessons, collaborating with other teachers, grading work, 

meeting with parents, and so forth can be both physically and mentally exhausting. When 

participants spoke about being overwhelmed, it was not only due to lack of experience, 

but also because of the amount of time case management was taking in an already time-

consuming job. Participants described having to perform the tasks of case management 

before and after school and on weekends due to the lack of dedicated time for case 

management during the scheduled day. Maya’s frustration caused her to question whether 

she wanted to stay in the profession: “It’s just really overwhelming, and this is all at the 

end of the day, and so you realize—you look up and it’s 7:00 and you’ve been there since 

7:00 and it’s a 12-hour day…. I’m doing this so I can get hired next year and get better at 

the job, but I also come home really grumpy and angry and tired and upset and 

wondering if I should do this, to be really honest.” Scarlet responded similarly as she 

described being jealous of general education teachers who do not have case management 

as part of their daily lives: “I do the same amount of work as everybody else does as a 

teacher, and planning, and then I have this overbearing amount of paperwork that, as a 

rule follower like myself, I take it very seriously that it’s legal and it’s not cut and paste, 

and that just kind of—it sucks.” Others, like Zoe, struggled with balance and with 

figuring out when case management work is supposed to get done: “That’s the struggle, 

is finding a balance between doing my caseload and teaching, and I don’t think that 
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there’s any way to separate it because it’s hand-in-hand. I tried to work days like where I 

would do case management and some days [not]—but it just doesn’t work like that.” 

Pressure to perform. Also noteworthy in these descriptions of case management, 

however, was the ubiquitous sense of calling and duty expressed by the participants. 

They described their frustration not only in terms of irritation with paperwork and lack of 

time but also in terms of not wanting to fail as an advocate for students. Case 

management, to all participants, felt like an important responsibility and gave teachers a 

sense of duty with respect to their students. Participants spoke about feeling entrusted 

with the responsibility for a child’s education and feeling duty-bound to do the right 

thing. Their worries and fears were not for their own job safety or performance reviews, 

but for the students they represented. Some feelings were mixed. Harper, for example, 

spoke about feeling good in this role because it was important to the success of her 

students. Most participants, however, spoke about their responsibility with a sense of 

pressure to do things right (see Table 14). 

 Lack of payoff. One source of frustration for the participants was how isolated 

and disconnected the case management experience made them feel. A great deal of the 

case management work is done before and after school, at home, and on weekends. This 

work requires an in-depth knowledge of one’s students and their case files, which makes 

it challenging to do the work with others and to seek help when needed. Olivia expressed 

her feeling of isolation when she said, “I feel useless because I don’t know how much 

good I really do being a case manager. I think sometimes I don’t know how to help my 

kids and I don’ know who to ask to help my kids.” Participants also expressed 
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Table 14. Participant Statements About a Sense of Duty  

Participant Statement 
Scarlet When you’re sitting in front of the computer, you kind of feel like, “I 

don’t know what I’m doing. I don’t know what I’m doing and this is 
like a legal, binding document,” and it’s like, it again concerns me 
about the future of special education when there’re people like me that 
really care and wanna do things right, like, do try hard.  

Maya Well it’s kind of like I feel like it’s a role and it’s a role not of power, 
but it’s like I’m the case manager. I’m in charge of IEPs. It’s mandated 
by law, so you better get these teacher reports in.  

Olivia I don’t want to be of no good. I think that’s one of the things that drive 
me is I want to be of some use. I want to help the kids. So it’s really 
important to me to not be useless. 

Maggie It’s just so canned and it seems like everybody at [my school] uses that 
phraseology and I’m thinking, “People are not canned,” you know? 
They’re individuals. 

Zoe I feel stressed because I don’t ever accomplish everything I need to get 
done, and I feel guilty because sometimes I don’t get accomplished 
everything I need to get done, and it’s not fair to the kids. I also feel 
guilty because a lot of times when I think that they’ve been done wrong, 
I feel part of the problem—like I’m also responsible for kind of doing 
them wrong. 

Simone And definitely being an advocate. I think you have to really believe in 
that student to make the right choices for them, so that’s huge for me.  

Harper I’m happy ’cause I feel like it’s an important thing to do. If I feel like 
it’s useful I don’t mind doing it even if it’s a long thing to do. If I feel 
like it’s providing something useful then I don’t mind doing it; it 
doesn’t bother me.  

Lily When we have special ed meetings with our AP [Assistant Principal], 
it’s always, “This is what you’re doing wrong,” in regards to the IEP 
and stuff. And it—that’s very stressful because it’s legal so, you know, 
and that’s always brought up: “Don’t do this because somebody’s 
gonna sue you.”  

June That’s one of my roles. Another role is, as [with] most special ed 
teachers, you’re trying to keep kids from falling through the cracks and 
that’s what I do a lot of as a case manager. I don’t feel like I get a lot of 
time to sit down with those kids, but luckily since I teach all of them, I 
do know who they are and what’s going on.  
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frustration with how irrelevant some of the process can be to the academic success of 

their students. Harper said, “Is it really necessary to fill all the stuff in? And it’s just like a 

crazy amount of paperwork. I mean I feel like the goal pages are like [endless]. Certain 

pages are important, and then a lot of this is just repetitive or, like, so many times you 

just copy and paste things. What’s the point? So I feel like the IEP is really important; it’s 

just too long.” 

In addition to feeling isolated, participants felt they were being asked to complete 

a great deal of work without receiving understanding or appreciation from administrators 

and other stakeholders. Maya said, “It’s a lot of time, and it’s frustrating because it takes 

me—it takes time and these [IEPs] have to be done…. I just wonder, like, ‘When do we 

get this done?’ Time, why is time—? My big question is: Why don’t people really 

understand time when you’re a teacher and why don’t they respect it, and validate that it 

takes a lot of time, and pay for our time?” Lily stated, “I just don’t like the time crunch 

and the specifics of the paperwork and feeling like we’re being scrutinized. That would 

have been a better word. To—I don’t like that part of it, and I think that—I feel like that 

is the least important part of my job.”  

Not feeling understood or appreciated was also connected to participants’ 

sometimes feeling futility or a lack of visible purpose in case management. In some 

instances, they perceived their case management responsibilities as a barrier between 

themselves and what they felt were more important responsibilities: “I think [case 

management is] the part I don’t like. Like I just want to teach. Like when it comes to a 

point where I have tons of caseload stuff to do, like paperwork, I don’t like that part of it 
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’cause I want to teach” (Lily). In other cases, participants felt that case management was 

required for their job but not valued: “No one cares about how many kids I have on my 

caseload. No one cares about how many [academic assessments] I’ve administered or 

how many kids I successfully moved from self-contained to inclusion. That data is not 

highlighted. What’s highlighted is when people come in my room and the [learning] 

objective that’s on the board. So I don’t like that facet of my job that much” (Zoe). As 

evidenced by these remarks, the nature of the case management role was frustrating to 

these teachers. In other roles, teachers were able to see the outcomes of their hard work. 

If a lesson was well planned and executed, teachers saw students demonstrating mastery 

of concepts. During the case-management process, however, they felt that a great deal of 

work was required for little reward. While they saw upholding the law as an important 

task, it did not feel rewarding to the teachers interviewed in this study. 

 Problem solving. Although case management was a largely negative teaching 

experience for these participants, two adaptations that supported resilience in this role 

were indicated in several interviews: flexibility and the ability to problem-solve. During 

the interviews, some participants shared what they had done to overcome barriers or 

complications related to case management. This was especially true of Maya’s interview, 

as she regularly listed things that frustrated her about case management and told how she 

adapted as she dealt with those frustrations. For instance, she said that at the beginning of 

the school year, she did not know what students would be part of her caseload, but she 

knew that she would need information about those in her classes so she could work with 

them on their academic goals. In the absence of a school protocol, rather than wait to be 
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given information, she created “IEP Overview” pages that listed relevant information 

about each child she taught. Then, when she was assigned a caseload, she already knew 

her students, knew they were getting the correct services, and knew they were working 

toward their goals. Maya listed “positive” as one of her feeling words about case 

management, and when asked to explain her choice she said, “I’m positive because after I 

always self-question myself I figure it out and just move on. I figure out that it’s okay. 

I’m gonna do this.” Olivia also described creating a communication system to get regular 

feedback from general education teachers about the academic progress of the students on 

her caseload. There was no school protocol or system in place for doing this, so she 

simply reflected on what information she was going to need over the course of the school 

year and laid out a plan that would help her to gather it. Harper described a series of field 

trips she had taken with her students over the course of the year. She then referenced a 

barrier—that it was cost prohibitive and the students were not having a wide breadth of 

experiences—and reflected on what she would do differently the following year to make 

the process work better. These brief snapshots of reflection and problem solving among 

first-year special education teachers illustrate an important aspect of resilience: the more 

easily they were able to troubleshoot and adapt when faced with challenges, the more 

successful they were in the case management environment.  

 Temporary feelings. Another source of resilience mentioned in the participants’ 

discussion of case management was the ability to maintain a sense of perspective and to 

realize that this was their first year of teaching and that they would get better at their jobs 

over time. When participants placed their feeling words about case management on the 
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SIR diagram, often those feelings were placed in the less important or least important 

rings. When asked how they made placement decisions, several participants said that 

these negative feelings would abate with time and were thus not as important to their 

identities as teachers. Simone said, “I guess concerns in the less important [ring], the 

whole nervous thing. It’s my first year. When I watch a teacher who’s been here 20-plus 

[years], how she just kinda moves seamlessly, like she’s not opening a lesson plan book 

and doing all these things that I still heavily rely on. Those things probably eventually go 

away.” June described placing the word “unsure” in the least important ring on her SIR: 

“I put unsure over here because it’s still—I mean I’m a new teacher so that’s part of it.” 

Olivia expressed a similar sentiment when she said, “[Being overwhelmed and stressed] 

goes along with the job. It’s kind of what I expect. It’s my first year. I can’t do everything 

and I can’t be perfect.” Maggie said, “Well, I think with experience the insecurity will go 

away.” Lily said, “Maybe I’ll feel better about it once I’m used to it. I just felt very 

overwhelmed at the beginning.” This sense of perspective contributed to an overall 

resilient adaptation to a school environment that could sometimes feel overwhelming.  

Additional (“Other”) Roles  

 Many teachers choose to take on formal or informal roles in a school that go 

beyond that of an instructor. Some assume leadership roles, while others coach sports, 

chair clubs, or offer additional instruction after school hours. Participants interviewed for 

this study were asked to choose three roles from a given list of four that applied to their 

particular teaching situation: inclusion, self-contained, case management, and “other.” 

Case management was the only role that applied to all nine participants. Five participants 
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did all of their teaching exclusively in an inclusion or self-contained setting. Each of 

these five participants identified additional roles they played in their schools. These are 

roles for which they received no compensation, and they named the roles themselves (see 

Table 15). 

Table 15. Additional School-Based Roles Performed by Participants 

Participant Role 
Harper Coach 
June Mentor 
Maya Tutor 
Olivia Committee Member 
Scarlet Relationship Builder  

 

 These roles were described very positively. Participants gave 84% positive 

responses and 16% negative responses. These responses are listed collectively in 

Figure 7. The negative responses dealt almost entirely with feeling tired and feeling a 

lack of energy. Because the additional roles were assumed in addition to myriad other 

school responsibilities, feelings of increased tiredness would seem to be a logical 

outcome. Participants used several words more than once across portraits. Those words 

can be found in Table 16. It is noteworthy that two of five respondents described this 

“other” role that is outside of the instructional day as the role in which they feel “like a 

teacher.” Maya felt this was the easiest role to describe and to rank in terms of how she 

felt about it. She said it was easy to describe because all of her feelings were positive, and 

she had a clear idea of what the role was and why it was important to her. See Figure 7 

for a portrait of all participant responses about the “other” setting.  
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Figure 7. Combined Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Portrait for the Five Participants (of 
Nine) who Experienced an “Other” Role 
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Table 16. Word Frequency for “Other”  

“Feeling” word No. of occurrences 
(out of 5 respondents) 

Helpful  2 
Useful  2 
Like a teacher  2 
Tired  2 

 

To have a bigger impact. Five of the nine participants took on an “other” role 

within their schools. Three (June, Maya, and Scarlet) worked one-on-one with students 

informally in a tutoring or mentoring context, and the other two (Harper and Olivia) took 

on more formal school-based roles such as serving on a committee or helping to coach an 

after-school sport. All five took on these roles to further support and advocate for their 

students. In these roles, they felt that they were able to make a difference in students’ 

lives, sometimes an even greater difference than in an official teaching capacity.  

Maya, Olivia, and Scarlet spoke about this role as a reminder of why they chose 

to teach in special education. It was the environment in which it was easiest to feel 

rewarded and connected to their students. Maya and Scarlet, in particular, spoke about 

this role with passion, excitedly giving examples and describing how important these 

experiences were to their identities as teachers. At the conclusion of this statement, 

Scarlet began to cry: “But when I am doing the relationship building, it’s the reason I 

became a teacher. Because of that connection I’m making, because of that feeling, 

because of those things. That’s what you become a teacher for, and that’s why I got into 

this.” She said this after describing feeling frustrated about being asked to teach in a 

content area about which she knew very little. Maya made a similar comment about being 
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reminded of her purpose as a teacher. She said, “So it’s those moments [during tutoring] 

that are like, ‘Okay, this is why I’m here.’ It happens outside the classroom sometimes, 

when the kids say some funny things, but it’s what keeps me going, even if you only get 

it once a week.” Later, she added, “Helpful, feeling helpful is really important. That’s the 

reason why I do this job.” Statements like these indicate that, for these teachers, their 

motivation for entering and staying in the field derived less from accomplishing what felt 

like arbitrary administrative tasks than from feeling they were connected to young people 

and making a difference in their lives. Even though she was still acting in an instructional 

capacity while tutoring, Maya described this role as fulfilling for her because it was the 

only time of day where she could escape the scrutiny and pressure of the classroom. She 

said, “[I feel relaxed] because I don’t have to worry about classroom management or 

behavior issues or getting through the curriculum—well, yeah, just getting through what 

we need to get done that day. You don’t have to be on. It’s tiring. You can sit down. You 

can breathe.” In the absence of the pressures of whole-class instruction, she felt she was 

better able to focus on making connections and meeting the needs of her students as 

individuals.  

Several participants spoke about how filling “other” roles enabled them to make a 

difference in students’ lives. Harper spoke about her role as a coach as a means to 

facilitate interaction and friendships between her students and others in the school. 

Because Harper is a self-contained teacher, her students rarely have opportunities to 

spend time with their nondisabled peers. She told about the importance of programs like 

sports teams to bringing students together and building understanding: “So having 
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programs like the sports and anything that can kinda bridge the mainstream kids with our 

special ed kids is really important.” Olivia, in her role on a positive behavior intervention 

support (PBIS) committee, felt like an advocate for her students and others: “I feel like 

I’m doing my part. I feel like one of the things that I feel strongly about is it takes a team, 

and it really does take a village to raise a child. I feel like I’m doing my part of the 

responsibility.” June and Scarlet talked about making an impact at an individual level. 

For June, it was a matter of personal responsibility: “It goes back to not letting kids fall 

through the cracks and being a constant presence in the kid’s life. Somebody who will be 

there for the kid for better or for worse regularly. And checking in and not letting things 

slide and stuff like that. That’s what I feel a bunch of in a mentor and in teachers that I 

admire who are mentors.” Scarlet spoke about the power of believing in students and 

their abilities. She felt that she had more power to impact a child’s life through 

relationship building than through some of her other instructional responsibilities: “Who 

cares about [the content], but the change that you made in that kid’s life because you 

believed in him is what changes a life, not the [state] test.” These additional roles that 

participants took on allowed them to showcase their strengths and serve their intended 

purpose as teachers. 

Relationships. All participants, particularly the three who worked one-on-one 

with students, expressed how happy they were to be able to connect with students and 

develop relationships. Two participants, June and Scarlet, described these relationships as 

important because they were able to connect and break through to students in a way other 

professionals in the building had been unable to do. June was able to connect with a 
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student who had behavior problems in other classrooms: “Other teachers would tell him 

to do something [and] he’d throw himself against the locker, and I’d tell him to do 

something and he’d do it.” Scarlet was able to connect with a student who would not 

speak in other classrooms: “I had a selective mute and he will only talk to me. And the 

school psychologist said, ‘Excuse me, did he really say something to you?’ I said, ‘We 

talk every day.’ She says, ‘He hasn’t said anything to anybody in about 6 years.’” For 

these two teachers, it was rewarding to find a way to work with students where others had 

been unsuccessful. The experience made them feel successful on a professional level, but 

it also rewarded them as human beings trying to make a difference in someone’s life.  

Maya described in a more general way why participating in her “other” role is 

important to her as a person and as a teacher. She indicated that it is not only fun and 

rewarding, but also provides a space to get to know the students and their individual 

needs more deeply: “[Working one-on-one] is the coolest part because you really get to 

know the student. You don’t get to know them in a whole class. You don’t get to see how 

their disability really impedes their academic success. You get to see why they’re not on 

a level playing field because of this, which is so neat ’cause I’m learning. I’ll see kids just 

to build rapport and that’s the best part about it, ’cause they’re hilarious. They’re so 

hilarious.” Scarlet, too, referenced why relationship building is important in general: 

“[Relationship building] makes me a better teacher, I think, because I take the time to 

understand these kids as individuals and they are…so unique that if you just were to put a 

label on them as special ed kids, I mean, it just doesn’t—mm mm, doesn’t even touch 

what they actually are.” As new teachers, these women were navigating what “special 
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education” truly means and how students really learn. The opportunity to spend time with 

students as individuals, outside of the confines of test scores and IEPs, became personally 

and professionally rewarding. Scarlet summarized this sentiment best: “That’s the most 

important thing about my entire day. It is all about the relationships, and I don’t 

necessarily feel that’s—it’s not…content related, and it’s not case management related. 

It’s like human being related.” 

 Additional roles as resilient adaptations. The purpose of including the “other” 

role in the SIR protocol was to give participants an opportunity to tell the full story and 

give a full picture of their identities as new teachers. Their responses were an important 

source of data to mine for sources of resilience. As participants described these additional 

roles, however, it became clear that while there are sources of resilience contained within, 

the roles themselves represent resilient adaptations. All participants described being 

frustrated or anxious at some point throughout their teaching day. Because teaching in 

special education can be physically, emotionally, and mentally exhausting, it was not 

surprising that these emotions were evident in their responses. It would be surprising if it 

they were not. Yet participants’ additional roles, particularly those of mentor and tutor, 

served as protective factors to balance the frustrating aspects of these teachers’ jobs. 

June, for example, was frustrated at not being able to provide students with all of the 

services she felt were necessary when she was coteaching. To compensate for this, she 

carved out time before and after school to meet with students. This made her feel good 

and made her feel like she was fulfilling her responsibilities to her students. She made a 

resilient adaptation to professional adversity. Even though taking on additional roles 
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could be exhausting, doing so filled a need. Seeking such roles showed resilience on the 

part of participants.  

Participant Observations of Portraits Overall 

 At the conclusion of each interview, after the participant had described her 

experiences and feelings in three different job environments, she was asked to look at her 

portrait as a complete image and to describe what she noticed. Harter and Monsour 

(1992), who developed the SIR, found that participants typically clustered positive 

feelings in the center or most important circle and negative feelings on the outside in the 

least important circle. This was generally true for this group of teachers, as illustrated in 

Figure 8, which shows the distribution of self-identified positive and negative responses 

across most, less, and least important feelings for the sample as a whole.  

 

Figure 8. Distribution of self-identified positive and negative responses across most, less, 
and least important feelings for the sample. 

Harter and Monsour postulated that resilience is found in the core of the portrait, 

the most important feelings, while risk is pushed to the outer ring. Participants in this 

study generally followed this pattern, identifying positive feelings as most important and 

negative feelings as least important to their identities as teachers.  
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Resilience. Participants noticed that their positive responses tended to be 

clustered in the center ring of their portraits. When asked what they thought that meant, 

they generally responded that their positive feelings were most important to them and that 

when they looked at the center ring, they saw characteristics of who they perceived as 

good teachers, things that made them feel good, or things that made them feel connected 

to the people around them. These core pieces of their portraits all contributed to their 

resilience. See Table 17 for an alphabetical list of the 83 responses that appeared in the 

most important ring of the combined SIRs. 

 Good teachers. When asked about what they noticed in their portraits, six 

participants looked to the center ring and saw feelings that represented traits of good 

teachers or traits of the type of teacher they wanted to become. Zoe referenced teachers 

she had had as a student who served as models for her: “I think [the center ring] was 

more so based on who I am to my students, the type of teacher that I am to them, the type 

of person that I am to them or the type of person that I strive to be to them. So supportive, 

creative, and flexible are most important because those are the type of teachers that I had 

that I liked the most, who were supportive, who made learning fun, who were disciplined, 

who were consistent but always knew that they were flexible.” Olivia noticed a lot of 

helping words in her center ring, which she felt was appropriate because of the nature of 

her job. Because she felt that the words she chose were appropriate, she felt validated and  

felt success: “A lot of the things that I feel come from personality traits, I think. That 

need to be helpful. I think to be a special ed teacher you need that. You need to feel like 

you’re helpful because it is a helping profession. I think overall it’s been a good year. I 
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Table 17. Responses That Appear in the Most Important Ring of the Combined Self-in-
Relationships (SIR) Portrait 
A deeper connection 
(+)  Energetic (+)  Like a communicator 

(+)  Respected (+)  

Appreciated (+)  Engaged (+)  Like a mentor, not 
just a teacher (+)  Responsible (+)  

Apprehensive (-)  Excited (+)  Like a partner (+)  Robotic (-)  

Authority (+)  Excited/Enthusiastic 
(+)  Like an advocate (+)  Satisfied (+)  

Becoming a better 
listener (+)  Flexible (+)  Like I can effect 

change (+)  
Sometimes successful 
(+)  

Better behavior 
management (+)  Flexible (+)  Like I do make a 

difference (+)  Spontaneous (+)  

Busy (-)  Free (+)  Like I picked the right 
profession (+)  Supported (+)  

Challenged (-)  Fun (+)  Like I was meant to 
do this (+)  Supported (+)  

Challenged (+)  Happy (+)  Like we’re making a 
difference (+)  Supported (+) 

Challenging (+/-)  Happy (+)  Lucky to know the 
students well (+)  Supported (+) 

Comfortable (+)  Happy (+) Needed (+)  Supportive (+)  

Confident (+)  Happy to have only 
seven students (+)  Needed (+)  Supportive (+)  

Confused (-)  Helpful (+)  Needed (+)  Supportive (+)  

Connected (+)  Helpful (+) Needed (+/-)  That I am building 
relationships (+)  

Connected (+)  Helpful (+)  Not confident (-)  That I learn a lot (+)  

Creative (+)  I can more easily 
establish rapport (+)  Overwhelmed (-)  Useful (+)  

Creative (+)  Important (+)  Overwhelmed (-)  Useful (+)  

Creative (+)  Included (+)  Overwhelmed (-)  Useless (-)  

Creative (+)  Intrigued (+)  Paced (+)  Utilized (+)  

Encouraged (+)  Involved (+)  Paced (+)  Valued (+)  

Encouraged (+)  Knowledgeable (+)  Prepared (+)   

 
Note. All participants’ responses are included, as is whether they identified the words as 
positive or negative. Some participants identified the same word in multiple settings and 
different participants identified the same word, thus some words appear more than once 
in the table.  
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never thought of it that way. Pretty even, across the board.” Simone also spoke of ideals, 

of what she wanted out of teaching. The words she identified as positive and most 

important to her were those that she felt represented ideal characteristics of a teacher: “I 

find a lot of things to be important. But a lot of the things I see repeating are paced and 

engaged, repeats a lot, and connected. I think just pacing myself and what they need, 

knowing the whole child, and having energy while I do it is very important to me.” 

June saw positive words in the center ring and saw areas where she was making 

progress as a teacher: “A lot of things are important to me in my job in one way or 

another…. I’m working on…the ‘on and off switch’ a bit more. And I’m not always good 

at that yet, but I’m working on it.” Harper also pointed to making progress when she said 

that the positive feelings identified in her center ring made her feel like she was “gaining 

something.” She said, “So all the positive things, I don’t mind doing something, like I 

said earlier, if I feel like it’s gaining something. So all the positive ones I kind of put as 

they’re pretty important.” When Maya looked at her center ring, she saw things that she 

wanted to feel or be as a teacher. She said, “I think these [feelings in the center] are the 

ones that I want out of teaching.”  

Why I came to teaching. Three participants identified the central ring as 

containing reasons why they became teachers. Zoe said, “A lot of the negative emotions 

are outside [the center ring], and a lot of the reasons why I became a teacher are inside 

[the center ring].” Similarly, Maya said, “I think [the center ring has] a lot of the reasons 

why I wanted to teach, ’cause I wanted to feel this.” Harper emphasized how teaching 

was more than just a job to her when she said, “I notice that everything is really important 
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to me apparently…. To me like a job is more than a job, you have to feel really 

passionate about what you’re doing, and I really feel like I’m really passionate…. And I 

feel like I’m really passionate about what I do.” Feelings in the center ring reminded 

these participants of why they came to teaching and why the profession is important to 

them.  

I feel validated. The center ring also contained words that participants said made 

them feel good about themselves. Scarlet said, “The things that I would rate the most 

important is if they make you feel good inside.” Harper said, “Again like I feel like it’s 

important to have things that you feel that you really enjoy.” They both looked at the 

feelings in the center ring and declared them important because those feelings made them 

happy. Olivia also saw words in the center ring that demonstrated to her that she was 

happy and making a difference. She said, “I think mostly it’s an even spread. I feel pretty 

confident that I’m making a difference here. I’m feeling creative. I’m feeling happy. I’m 

feeling knowledgeable. I’m feeling useful.” Maggie felt that seeing positive words in the 

center ring showed her that she feels like she is successful:  

Maggie:  I see that there are a lot of things that are very important. I mean for me the 
majority of my stickers are in the important part and—  

 
Interviewer: What does that say to you?  
 
Maggie: Well, it says to me that things have to be pretty decent for me to be able to 

continue. I mean there are things that are less important and least important 
but there are many factors that make teaching successful for me. 
Surprisingly. That’s a revelation. That’s kind of cool. 
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Participants placed these words based on how important they felt they were to their 

identities as teachers. For these three participants, the most important feelings were 

feeling good and feeling like they were doing a good job.  

Risk. Participants dismissed feelings in the outer ring as unimportant because 

they were feelings the participants did not like, viewed as temporary, or had to do only 

with themselves. While negative feelings themselves can be perceived as risks, the 

manner in which participants minimized their importance can be seen as a protective 

force. See Table 18 for an alphabetical list of 30 responses that appeared in the combined 

least important ring of the SIRs portrait.  

Table 18. Responses That Appear in the Least Important Ring of the Combined Self-in-
Relationships (SIR) Portrait 

Alone (-)  Dutiful (+)  Inexperienced (-)  More relaxed (+)  Stretched (-)  
Alone 
sometimes (-)  Excited (+)  Inferior (-)  Not always able 

to do my job (-)  
Stretched for  
time (-)  

Annoyed (-)  Free (-)  Insecure (+)  Pressured (-)  Tired (-)  

Anxious (-)  Frustrated 
(-)  Like a teacher (+)  Stressed (-)  Tired (-)  

Blameful (+)  Guilty (-)  
Like I should have 
been a general ed 
teacher (-)  

Stressed (-)  Useful (+)  

Drained (-)  Helpless (-)  Like the  
observer (+/-)  Stressed (-)  Watched/ 

scrutinized (-)  
Note. All participants’ responses are included, as is whether they identified the words as 
positive or negative. 
 
 

Feelings I don’t want to have. Zoe, Olivia, and Lily said that they placed 

negative feelings in the outer ring of their portraits because they were feelings they did 

not like or want. For all participants, the majority of their negative feelings (and thereby 
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their least important feelings) were associated with case management, as evidenced in 

Zoe’s responses:  

Zoe:  And there’s a lot of case management [issues] that are least important. 
They’re outside. 

 
Interviewer: What do you think about that? 
 
Zoe: Well, I know for a fact that’s the thing about my job that I do not like the 

most. But I think that I do not like that the most because it doesn’t allow 
me to be good at one or the other thing. It doesn’t allow me to improve my 
craft as a teacher. 

 
Zoe pushed these feelings to the outside because she was frustrated that they acted as a 

barrier to her success. Olivia expressed a similar sentiment as she described why she 

placed the word frustrated in the least important ring of her portrait:  

Olivia:  And feeling frustrated is very not important to me, so they’re way out 
there in the boonies. 

 
Interviewer: Why is it not important to you? 
 
Olivia: Because I hate feeling frustrated. It’s the worst feeling in the world. You 

want to go somewhere and you just can’t. It’s not important to be 
frustrated.  

 
Lily also placed some of her negative feelings in the outer ring out of a desire to reject 

them. She said: “I put all the negatives in the least important because I don’t like them 

and I wish that they didn’t come with the territory of case management.” Again, this 

rejection of negative feelings can be perceived as a protective factor as participants 

choose not to focus on feelings they do not like or want. 

Feelings that are temporary. Four participants discussed placing negative 

feelings in the outer ring of their portraits because they felt those feelings would be 

temporary. Maya expressed this sentiment: “But to really answer your question, this 
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frustrated and frantic part, I feel like this isn’t always gonna be this way. Some days it’s 

like that and sometimes it’s not, and I am trying to make a conscious effort to make this 

less important than being excited and enthusiastic about what I’m doing. I don’t want it to 

overtake it.” This statement carries an undertone of the desire to reject feelings that are 

unwanted. Olivia also dismissed negative feelings as unimportant because she felt they 

would go away with experience. She said, “Organized, overwhelmed and stressed, 

they’re not really connected to anything because I’m not too worried about them. I think 

that as time progresses I’ll feel better about it. I think it’s something that takes a lot more 

time to get those under control than it does to get the teaching stuff because the teaching 

is what’s important to me.” Simone also acknowledged negative feelings as unimportant 

and temporary because she did not see experienced teachers grappling with the same 

issues: “I’m realizing that I’m putting some of my feelings or I guess concerns in the less 

important [rings]. Like the whole nervous thing. It’s my first year, so when I watch a 

teacher who’s been here 20-plus [years], how she just kinda moves seamlessly, like she’s 

not opening a lesson plan book and doing all these things that I still heavily rely on. 

Those things probably eventually go away.” Although Maggie seemed frustrated during 

her initial conversation about case management, when she looked at her portrait overall, 

she felt that some of her negative feelings would change over time, and that made her feel 

good: “Well, I am surprised that in case management there are certain things that I can 

negotiate. That I’m feeling that they will change, that they may not stress me as much 

because they’re spread out more. Which is surprising.” Knowing that those kinds of 
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negative feelings were temporary allowed these participants to dismiss them and to focus 

on their core feelings, which were identified as largely positive.  

Feelings that only affect me. Scarlet noted that she placed some feelings in the 

outer ring because they were negative and had to do only with her. She said, “Least 

important would be that I feel alone sometimes because that’s all about me, and it’s 

negative.” June, too, saw herself in some of the outer ring feelings. She said, “Well some 

of it’s me; I’m not good on time management so that’s why I’m tired.” Simone also felt 

like she was responsible for some of her identified negative feelings in the outer ring:  

Interviewer: Okay. When you look at the things that are in the outer ring, who 
influences those feelings? 

 
June: Well, that’s definitely coming from me.  

Whether they identified personal influence as a reason that negative feelings were rated 

least important or whether they looked at the least important feelings and then saw their 

own influence, these participants associated some of their least important and most 

negative feelings with themselves and their own personalities and thought processes.  

People who influence teacher feelings. Participants identified a number of 

individuals who influenced the way they felt about various roles associated with being a 

special education teacher. Participants (6/9) most frequently identified another teacher or 

team of teachers as being most influential in their most important feelings. They also 

identified a special education department chair (4/9), other administrators (4/9), students 

(3/9), and university support personnel (2/9). See Table 19 for a list of individuals 

identified as having influence on participants’ most important and least important 

feelings. Participants were more reticent to list those who influenced their least important 
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feelings; however, they did list other teachers (4/9), themselves (3/9), administrators 

(2/9), district and partnership personnel (1/9), and adults (1/9) as influencing their least 

important feelings.  

Table 19. Participant-Identified Sources of Influence for Most Important and Least 
Important Feelings  

 
 
 People who influence the most important feelings. Largely, when participants 

were asked to describe how the individuals listed in Table 19 influenced their most 

Participant Who influences most important 
feelings 

Who influences least important 
feelings 

Harper Another teacher in my department (Did not respond) 
 People who are here for the right 

reasons 
 

June Coteachers Me 
 Other teachers in the building Coteachers 
 Students  
 Administrators  
Lily Assistant principal (Did not respond) 
 Special education department chair  
Maggie Coteacher Coteacher 
 Assistant principal  
 University support personnel  
Maya Coteacher Coteacher 
 Grade-level team members Students 
 Special education department chair  
 Students  
Olivia Teachers with a similar philosophy 

Special education department chair 
Teachers who do not share my 
philosophy 

 Other teachers in the special 
education department 

Administrators 

Scarlet Students Adults 
  Me 
Simone School counselors Me 
 Community Learning Team (CLT) Administrators 
 University support personnel  
Zoe Special education coordinator School district personnel 
 Principal Partnership organization personnel 
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important feelings, they described feeling supported and feeling a sense of community. A 

list of cited behaviors is provided in Table 20. Participants felt that these individuals 

helped them, communicated openly, answered questions, provided feedback, and served 

as advocates. Maya and Olivia spoke of individuals who shared a philosophy about 

teaching that was similar to their own or who were teaching “for the right reasons.”  

Table 20. Participant-Identified Behaviors That Individuals Who Influence the Most 
Important Feelings Exhibit  
Participant Behavior 
Harper Funny 
 Can talk and vent 
 Makes it fun 
 People are here for the right reasons 
 Positive 
 Helpful  
June Supportive 
 Will sit down with me 
 Will talk to me 
Lily  Feel like I can talk to her 
Maggie Give me feedback 
 Supportive  
 Want to teach with me again 
Maya I can ask questions 
 I can be fun and silly with them 
 Help me 
 (Kids) are polite 
Olivia Similar philosophies 
 Help me when I have a bad day 
 Easy to approach her, she is open  
 Talk every day, eat lunch together 
 Willing to lend a helping hand 
 Supportive 
Simone Share information 
 Help me 
 Help me pace myself 
 Trained me to make lessons different and exciting 
Zoe Understand the demands placed on us 
 Never mad at us 
 Listens 
 Sticks up for me 
 Gives feedback 
 Provides behavior support  
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 School actions that support my most important feelings. Three participants 

spoke the most about what their schools did specifically to influence their most important 

feelings. Maya described the sense of community at her school:  

Lots of team-oriented work, which while it can be very overwhelming and time 
consuming, it builds a team in the school. I feel like none of us are just on an 
island in our classroom.… They just have lots of after-school activities. They 
have sports. They also have family nights at local restaurants, lots of school 
dances…. Then our principals are always—especially our sixth-grade vice 
principal is always around. You always see her in the hallway. She comes to our 
team meetings, staff meetings. They have food sometimes.… It’s just, you go in 
and you feel like we’re all part of this. You don’t feel like you go unnoticed, 
which is cool. It’s really cool.  

 
Simone gave a similar description:  
 

Engaged, they’re really good at acknowledging us. I’ve noticed that. If it’s food, 
if it’s coffee, if it’s thank you, [if] it’s a card. Like keeping you engaged in the 
school: “The play’s coming up. We’d love to see you.”… So they’re trying to say, 
“We see that you do a lot more than just teach, but join the school community as 
well. We want you to come in and be happy to be here, just like we say for the 
kids.” So I see a lot of effort on that piece. Definitely.  

 
Lily spoke about being thankful for her team of teachers and for the clear lines of 
communication in her school:  
 

I love it there but I do think it has a lot to do with my department ’cause I’ve 
heard we’re lucky. The math department really likes each other and we work well 
together, and I’ve heard other departments aren’t so. So I don’t know how I would 
feel if I was in a different situation.  

 
But, yeah, I like the layout of the school. I like how they run things. I mean 
they’re helpful with when you have issues with students. I mean we know where 
to go and we know what to do and who to talk to. And if we don’t we know the 
people to ask. So I feel comfortable in that, like, asking questions about figuring 
out what to do. 

 
These three participants felt generally supported in their schools, and they were also the 

three participants who had the most positive coteaching experiences. They all 

immediately described specific events and actions that contributed positively to their 
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sense of school culture and community. Maya spoke about feeling like a part of a team 

and feeling that her assistant principal “noticed” her. Simone, likewise, talked about 

feeling “acknowledged” and feeling that her needs were met. Lily spoke about feeling 

comfortable asking for help when she needed it. These descriptions indicate that these 

participants felt connected, supported, and part of a greater team.  

 People who influence my least important feelings. Participants were less likely 

to discuss who influenced their least important feelings. Because the majority of these 

feelings were negative, participants may have hesitated to “name names” to avoid the 

appearance of complaining or blaming others. Yet some participants were willing to 

discuss how other people influenced their feelings about what was least important to 

them. Just as Harper and Olivia stated that individuals with similar philosophies or 

individuals who were teaching for the “right reasons” influenced their most important 

feelings, Scarlet and Olivia referenced how people without similar philosophies or those 

who were not teaching for the “right reasons” influenced their least important feelings. 

Scarlet pointed to a lack of commitment to the “greater good” when she said, “Well, you 

know, if you wanna point to this, you know, feeling alone sometimes, I just feel like it’s a 

culture—it’s a school culture as well as, I guess, sadly, a department culture where I feel 

like everybody’s out for themselves, and nobody’s there for the greater good.” Olivia 

spoke about her principal’s philosophy or “agenda” not meshing with hers when she said, 

“I believe my principal has got a really screwed-up agenda which is all about what the 

parents want.” While not overtly referring to differences in philosophy, Maya, Maggie, 
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and June each referenced a coteacher with whom they had struggled over the course of 

the school year.  

As previously mentioned, Scarlet, Simone, and June all held themselves 

accountable in some way for their least important feelings. Scarlet said, “Least important 

would be that I feel alone sometimes because that’s all about me, and it’s negative.” June 

said, “Well some of it’s me; I’m not good on time management, so that’s why I’m tired.” 

Simone said, “Well, [the influence on the center ring] that’s definitely coming from me.” 

While these participants acknowledged the role they played in their negative feelings, no 

participants directly referenced their own influence on their positive, core feelings.  

School actions that influence my least important feelings. Just as school actions 

that influenced participants’ most important feelings made them feel connected and 

supported, school actions that influenced participants’ least important feelings made 

them feel isolated and voiceless. Scarlet described the absence of a school community:  

The first day of in-service during the summer, we had an icebreaker. It was a joke, 
meaning you were standing next to each other and wouldn’t look at each other. 
Nobody wanted to say hello to me, nobody wanted to know who the new person 
was. Nobody made me feel welcomed.  

 
At this school, there’s no social functions, like, together, like a Christmas party or 
like a holiday party, whatever you wanna call it. There’s no happy hours, there’s 
just nothing. In my old school, there was a very positive sentiment. The teachers 
liked hanging out…. It was just collegial. I think that’s the word. 
 

Beyond feeling unwelcome and disconnected, Olivia discussed her displeasure with her 

administrative team and how she did not feel valued: “I feel like we’re told what to do 

instead of asked what to do. That our needs are not necessarily met. That it’s all about 
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what the student wants, the student gets. I don’t feel like in the school as a whole we all 

have a voice…. They make stupid judgment calls that they don’t even ask you about.”  

 Scarlet and Maya both felt that a “testing culture” or pressure to teach to state 

assessments influenced their least important feelings. In reference to state testing, Maya 

said: 

Like, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to teach these kids how to 
take a test or do you want me to teach these kids how to think? I know you can do 
both, but how?…I talked to my vice principal about this. “I know my special ed 
kids can do this. How do I help them make this test?” [The vice principal’s 
response was] “Well that’s something you need other teachers to talk with and 
work out with.” Like, “Okay, but we all have these same questions.” I guess it’s 
just—that makes me really frustrated and pissed off, and wondering if this is the 
way education is going, is this gonna be a place where—is it gonna be possible 
for me to be here? 
 

Scarlet also felt alienated by a perceived attitude that promoted focusing on test scores 

above all else:  

These teachers are so concerned about the test scores and this and that, that they 
don’t care about other people…. They care about, like, what’s going on with their 
test scores and what’s going on with that and who cares about everybody else 
because they wanna keep their job, and they wanna do this and they wanna do 
that. The young people are trying to get out, essentially, because who wants to 
work in an environment where you don’t feel welcomed. 
 

Zoe highlighted a chronic history of inaction, noting that her school had struggled for 

many years and that it seemed like no one was taking action to improve things: “I mean 

the school didn’t just get like this overnight. It’s been like this for a while, and so I guess 

in my mind, I would think, ‘Okay, well, if the school’s been like this for 10 years, is there 

not someone who’s been researching, who’s been looking at trends thinking, What can 

we do to make this school better?’ So I don’t feel like the school is doing anything.” To 

her, this perceived lack of movement felt negative.  
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General observations: self-contained. Seven of the nine participants taught at 

least one class period per school day in a self-contained setting. Sources of resilience in 

this teaching role came from feelings of ownership. Participants felt they had control over 

their classrooms and the freedom to build rapport with students and to design lessons in 

ways of their own choosing. They were able to see their own growth over time as well as 

the growth of students. This role was also challenging because in the absence of a 

coteacher, participants could sometimes feel isolated. In addition, they struggled to 

balance the expectations of delivering course content and preparing for state assessments 

while meeting the diverse learning needs of the students in front of them.  

General observations: inclusion. Six of the nine participants did inclusive 

teaching, with mixed experiences. The major theme that emerged in conversations about 

inclusion was how much effort was invested in role negotiation between the novice 

special educator and the veteran general educator. Participants who felt more like equal 

partners in their inclusion classrooms felt more respected and felt that they had more 

authority in the classroom. Open communication systems; explicit efforts at teamwork, 

such as shared grading; and shared lesson delivery all contributed to positive inclusion 

experiences. The absence of these characteristics led to negative experiences. Participants 

found resilience in this role by treating it as a learning opportunity, by being flexible, and 

by acting as an advocate for their students. 

General observations: case management. All participants in this study had a 

caseload of students. This was the only teaching role that had more negative responses 

than positive ones, indicating that this role contains more risk factors than resilience 
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factors. Participants generally felt frustrated by their lack of experience and lack of time. 

They did not feel they had adequate preparation or professional development to perform 

the tasks of case management well and were overwhelmed by trying to perform these 

tasks in addition to their myriad other teaching duties. They felt pressure to do well, 

wanting to uphold the law and make sure their students were receiving adequate services, 

but they also felt isolated in doing so. They indicated a general lack of support and 

understanding by others. Sources of resilience in case management came in the form of 

knowing how to problem-solve and knowing that some feelings were temporary and 

would abate as they became more experienced.  

General observations: other. The “other” roles cited by participants included 

coach, mentor, tutor, committee member, and relationship builder. Participants sought 

these roles as resilient adaptations. These roles allowed them to seek out the positive 

aspects of their jobs while minimizing the negative aspects. For example, participants 

said that these roles allowed them to have more one-on-one time with students, allowed 

them to get to know their students better as individuals, and allowed them to do so in the 

absence of the pressure and scrutiny of the daily classroom environment.  

Whole SIR portrait observations. As participants described their teaching 

experiences, they were asked to list feeling words that encapsulated their experiences, to 

label these feelings as positive or negative, and to organize their words on a graphic 

organizer in order of most important to least important. As is typical of previous studies 

that employed the SIR, participants tended to cluster their positive feelings in the center 

of the organizer while relegating their negative feelings to the outer ring of the organizer. 
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The participants identified the words placed in the center as characteristics of good 

teachers and reasons that they themselves became teachers. Participants identified the 

words placed in the outer ring as feelings they did not want, feelings they perceived as 

temporary, or feelings that affected only themselves. They identified those who 

influenced their positive feelings to be administrators, special education coordinators, 

other teachers, and students. These individuals wielded influence by creating supportive 

school environments, providing open communication, giving teachers a voice, or 

encouraging teamwork and collaboration. People identified as influencing the outer-ring 

feelings tended to be people from these same role groups (particularly administrators and 

other teachers) who had philosophies or agendas that differed from the participant’s. 

These individuals made participants feel unsupported and isolated, and that there was an 

absence of community.  

Conclusion  

 In general, participants felt positive in self-contained, inclusion, and “other” roles 

and negative in the case management role. In situations where they felt supported and 

respected, they tended to be more resilient. In situations where they felt isolated, 

unprepared, and unsupported, they tended to be less resilient. In all situations, however, 

participants were able to identify and demonstrate resilience factors.  

Participants were given a summary and a complete description of this study’s 

findings and were then offered the opportunity to respond via e-mail or phone 

conversation. Four of nine participants (Maggie, Harper, Scarlet, and Simone) chose to 

respond, and all stated that they agreed with what was written and felt fairly and 



 

119 
 

 

accurately represented. Maggie expressed relief that her feelings as a first-year teacher 

were echoed in the voices of others. Harper said that she thought that these findings could 

apply to general education teachers as well, given that many of her teacher colleagues 

experienced similar needs and frustrations. Scarlet had a similar recommendation, 

emphasizing that strong leadership is something that is needed by all teachers, not just 

special educators. She went on to say that it is not enough for administrators to be 

available to answer questions; they must be proactive and check on teachers to make sure 

their needs are met. Simone suggested adding a recommendation that it is not only 

special education teachers who need additional professional development in how to work 

in an inclusive setting, that general education teachers need awareness about special 

education and skills training in how to coteach.  
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Chapter V 

Discussion and Recommendations 

Introduction 
 

The purpose of this study was to gain more in-depth insight into the experiences 

of beginning special education teachers in order to identify what makes these teachers 

resilient and how schools can support their resilience. Beginning teachers selected for the 

study participated in semi-structured interviews during which they were asked to share 

and reflect on their teaching experiences. Generally, results showed that when teachers 

felt more supported and connected, they felt more resilient; and conversely, when they 

felt less supported and more isolated, they felt less resilient. 

The nine teachers interviewed for this study taught in nine different public 

secondary schools in a major U.S. metropolitan area. The schools varied demographically 

and geographically, and participants had varied experiences. Study participants were 

asked to choose the three teaching roles that best applied to their current experience from 

a list of four roles: self-contained teaching, inclusion teaching, case management, and 

“other.” The “other” role referred to any additional activities that participants chose to 

participate in outside of their required teaching and case management responsibilities. In 

every case, they received no additional compensation for assuming these roles. Refer to 

Table 4 in Chapter IV to see which participants held which roles. 

After participants were interviewed, descriptive statistics were gathered from their 

SIR portraits, and their interview data were analyzed and coded for risk and resilience. 

For the purposes of this study, resilience was defined as “an outcome of successful 
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adaptation to adversity” (Zautra et al., 2009, p. 10). Harter and Monsour (1992) indicated 

that individuals tend to place positive feelings at the core of the SIR portraits and 

negative feelings in the outer ring. One can therefore typically find resilience in the 

center and risk in the outer ring. The nine teachers who participated in this study placed 

73 positive (versus 12 negative) responses in the most important or center ring and 23 

negative (versus 9 positive) responses in the least important or outer ring. Table 21 

summarizes positive and negative responses by teaching role. These participants 

displayed strong patterns of resilience within and across their various teaching roles.  

Table 21. Percentages of Positive and Negative Responses for All Participants, by 
Teaching Role 

  
     Total %  
     Positive 
     Response 

     Total %  
     Negative 
     Responses 

Self- 
contained 81.82 18.18 
Inclusion 63.16 36.84 
Case 
management 41.07 58.93 
Other 83.87 16.13 

 
 
 The body of literature pertaining to teacher resilience generally lacks any 

reference to special educators. Although there is a body of work that speaks to teacher 

resilience in general, and to special educator burnout, no literature was found to address 

beginning special educator resilience in particular. The present study bridges the 

knowledge gap by offering in-depth insight into how beginning special educators 

experience multiple roles of teaching. The specific methodology selected—semi-

structured interviews based on Harter and Monsour’s (1992) Self-in-Relationships (SIR) 
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protocol—helped to set the tone for a new body of work by putting teacher voices at the 

center and by focusing on teacher resilience. The nine participants in this study offered 

rich anecdotal evidence of how they perceived risk and resilience in their teaching 

experiences.  

New Teachers 

 This study reaffirmed Huberman’s (1993) work on the phases of teaching. 

Huberman asserted that teachers in their first 3 years struggle with survival and with 

carving out a professional identity. This was certainly true for the teachers interviewed 

for this study. They grappled with finding the time and ability to address all of their 

responsibilities (this is particularly evident in their conversations about case 

management), and they worked hard to negotiate their roles in different environments 

(this struggle was particularly clear in their conversations about inclusion teaching).  

Special Education Teachers 

 Special education teachers face unique challenges. The literature tells us they 

complete a wide range of tasks across a spectrum of responsibilities; they also carry a 

heavy administrative workload in the form of paperwork and following compliance 

procedures, a fact that is frequently cited as a reason why they leave the field. A large 

personnel study found that new special educators tend to teach in more than one content 

area and disability category, spending less than 2 hours per week working with students 

one-on-one (Wasburn-Moses, 2005). This scenario was largely true for the teachers 

interviewed for this study. Even the most positive participants described feeling stretched 

thin at some point during their interviews.  
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Risk, Resilience, and School Ecology  

 A beginning special education teacher experiences a unique professional ecology. 

There are specific roles within a school that a special education teacher plays 

(microsystem), and those roles adjust and interact based on the greater school climate 

(mesosystem). Federal and local education policies and teacher preparation programs also 

impact the teacher’s professional context (exosystem). Societal values regarding 

accountability and disability also color the landscape at a more indirect level 

(macrosystem). Figure 9 illustrates these four layers of influence.  

 Special Education Teacher Microsystems 

 The most immediate layer of influence originates in a teacher’s microsystems: 

those day-to-day roles and responsibilities that come with the job. This study focused on 

four microsystems: self-contained teaching, inclusion teaching, case management, and 

additional (“other”) responsibilities. In each microsystem, participants encountered risk 

and resilience.  

 Self-contained teaching: risk and resilience. Participants felt extremely positive 

in self-contained teaching environments (81.82% positive responses). Sources of 

resilience in self-contained teaching included having more control over classroom 

decisions, more room for creativity, and more opportunities to get to know students and 

their unique needs. Participants enjoyed self-contained teaching because they could work 

more individually with their students and felt like they were able to make a difference in 

students’ lives. Administrators and school climate affected whether participants felt more 

risk or resilience in this area, indicating that small efforts such as an administrator  
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Figure 9. The professional ecology of a special education teacher. The mesosystem—
school climate—is shaded in gray because it represents the strongest sphere of influence 
and the one most likely to impact teachers’ feelings of resilience. 
 

walking by a teacher’s classroom to check in or inviting special education teachers to 

content-area staff meetings can bolster resilience in staff. 

Isolation was the most common risk factor associated with self-contained 

teaching. Some participants felt that teaching alone for extended periods of time 
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disconnected them from the rest of the school and from their colleagues. It could also be 

overwhelming to feel responsible for meeting the needs of many different children 

without support. It is also noteworthy that the teachers who taught exclusively self-

contained classes were those who taught students with the most significant disabilities. 

Teachers reflected not only on their own isolation but on that of their students. Again, 

administrators can mitigate this risk by increasing opportunities for collaboration among 

teachers, partnerships, and shared activities for students. 

 Inclusion teaching: risk and resilience. Participants in this teaching role had 

mixed experiences, some positive and some negative. In both scenarios, participants cited 

their coteacher and the coteacher’s attitudes or beliefs about teaching and inclusion as the 

major source of their feelings. In negative situations (those with the most risk factors), 

participants felt that their coteacher did not listen to them and held views that conflicted 

with their own on how to approach teaching, collaboration, and children with IEPs. In 

positive situations (those with the most protective factors), participants felt supported and 

felt that their coteachers served as mentors and models. The quality of the professional 

relationship played a major part in whether participants felt resilient in this microsystem. 

Administrators and special education coordinators can positively influence the quality of 

inclusion by carefully selecting appropriate coteaching partners and by providing 

professional development and leadership on the expectations for these relationships.  

 Case management: Risk and resilience. Case management is the microsystem 

in which participants experienced more risk than resilience. Participants were 

overwhelmed and felt they did not have enough training or support to perform this role 
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well. However, several participants were able to make a resilient adaptation by 

recognizing that these feelings would abate with time and experience. The participants 

who had the most positive (or, least negative) experiences with case management were 

those who had a mentor or colleague who could answer questions and those whose 

schools were organized in such a way that the participant was not required to do all the 

administrative tasks involved in case management, such as scheduling meetings and 

gathering feedback from students’ teachers and service providers. Administrators can 

either reduce or increase risk associated with case management by providing (or not 

providing) formal guidance and professional development and by delegating (or not 

delegating) tasks.  

 Additional responsibilities: risk and resilience. Study participants often 

assumed roles that extended beyond the scope of their traditional responsibilities as 

special educators. In many cases, a role presented an opportunity to seek out something 

the participants missed in other aspects of their jobs: namely, getting to know students as 

individuals and getting to develop rapport and relationships. While this additional role 

also came with risk—several teachers reported feeling exhausted when they performed 

this role on top of other teaching duties—it mostly seemed to support resilience because 

of the “pay-off” teachers got for what they were doing. By assuming “other” roles, 

participants who did not feel they had enough opportunities to build relationships with 

students during class periods adapted and created that opportunity.  
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Special Education Teacher Mesosytems  

 Teacher microsystems interact with each other and in concert with overall school 

policies and procedures to represent the school climate, or the mesosystem. The 

mesosystem was particularly important in this study because it was a variable across the 

sample and played the most significant role in whether participants felt resilient overall in 

their teaching positions. It is also the level of ecology that is the most easily compared 

with that of other teachers, special education or not. In this study, the mesosystem was 

most clearly observed when participants described what they noticed when they looked at 

their SIR portraits as a whole.  

The literature on teacher resilience points to four areas common to resilient 

teachers: (1) a calling to the profession (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 2007; Kilgallon 

et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003); (2) a sense of control 

and agency in the classroom (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 2007; Howard & Johnson, 

2004; Stanford, 2001; Sumison, 2004; Williams, 2003); (3) an active support network 

(Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 2007; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Kilgallon et al., 2008; 

Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 2001; Sumison, 2004; Williams, 2003); and (4) strong 

relationships with students and their learning (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Kilgallon et al., 

2008; Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003). These four themes all 

emerged in participant interviews, either as active findings (something participants 

experienced) or as passive findings (something participants wanted to experience). 

Ultimately, the themes that were the most prevalent in this study were participants’ desire 

to make a difference and their desire to be supported and to feel connected to their school 
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communities. School mesosystems had a great deal of influence on whether participants 

experienced these feelings. 

Do I make a difference? The literature on teacher resilience (reviewed in 

Chapter II) tells us that resilient teachers feel a calling or have what some describe as a 

spiritual connection to their craft (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 2007; Kilgallon et al., 

2008; Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 2001; Williams, 2003), and they also have a strong 

sense of agency and control in their classrooms (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Gu & Day, 2007; 

Howard & Johnson, 2004; Stanford, 2001; Sumison, 2004; Williams, 2003). The nine 

participants interviewed for this study identified many reasons they entered the teaching 

profession as they reflected on the most important ring of their portraits. Although none 

used the term “spiritual connection,” they did say they came to teaching to make a 

difference in children’s lives. Clearly, teaching was more than a job that paid their bills. 

They felt connected to it on a deeper personal level. These participants also felt the most 

resilient when they felt the most agency: they were happy when they were able to be 

creative and implement lessons and classroom policies of their choice. This was 

particularly evident in the self-contained teaching role and in the “other” role where they 

sought out opportunities to work with students beyond their professional obligation.  

Conversely, participants felt the least resilient when they felt they were not able to 

make a difference or were inhibited in some way from being the teacher they wanted to 

be. They compensated for these feelings, however, by being extremely flexible and 

adaptive (e.g., by adopting different communication strategies with different coteachers), 
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and by recognizing that many of their negative feelings were temporary and would 

change with experience.  

 Do I feel like I am a part of something? Studies of teacher resilience have found 

that resilient teachers tend have strong support networks and positive relationships with 

students (Brunetti, 2001, 2006; Kilgallon et al., 2008; Patterson et al., 2004; Stanford, 

2001; Williams, 2003). This study underscores these findings and provides particular 

insight on the importance of support networks. Having a mentor (formal or informal) or 

supportive colleagues made a large difference in whether participants felt resilient across 

microsystems. Those participants who felt more supported (Lily and Simone) tended to 

have more positive feelings overall, while those who did not feel supported (Scarlet and 

Zoe) tended to have more negative feelings. Similarly, those participants who felt 

connected to their students tended to have more positive feelings overall.  

 School climate strongly contributed to whether participants felt like a part of their 

school community. Some participants reported feeling isolated, with no one to reach out 

to for help, and no one with whom to collaborate. Participants also felt, particularly in 

case management, that they did not have enough information or knowledge to do what 

was asked of them. Feeling disconnected, like they were not a part of something, 

negatively impacted participant resilience.  

Special Education Teacher Exosystem and Macrosystem 

 The exosystem for new special education teachers comprises many factors, but 

those prominent in this study were school accountability policies, special education 

policies, and teacher preparation coursework. The macrosystem—which consists of 
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society’s values about disability, education reform, and teacher education—influences the 

exosystem. In this study, the combined impact of the exosystem and macrosystem was 

most acutely felt when participants experienced role conflict and ambiguity in their work.  

Role conflict and ambiguity. New special education teachers struggle with role 

conflict and role ambiguity (Wasburn-Moses, 2005). In role conflict, teacher expectations 

do not match reality. This was a major issue for participants in this study. They all 

experienced some disillusionment, as they entered the field expecting to make a 

difference and to work more directly and individually with children but spent an 

inordinate amount of time performing case management or being expected to teach to 

standards or state assessments they did not find appropriate for their students. In role 

ambiguity, teachers struggle to meet expectations that may have been inappropriately 

assigned by administrators. All participants in this study wanted to do a good job with 

case management, but did not feel prepared to do so.  

Role conflict and ambiguity reflect a mismatch in what new teachers are prepared 

to do in their teacher preparation programs and what they are expected to do once they 

enter the teaching force. The participants in this study were products of a teacher 

preparation program that equipped them to plan lessons and design curricular 

interventions. As they began in their new positions, however, it became clear that, for 

many of them, their primary responsibility was not to teach but to manage or coordinate 

services to ensure that student IEP needs were met and that the corresponding paperwork 

was complete. Their teaching experiences also frequently differed from their 

expectations, as the participants were prepared to teach in a self-contained setting but 
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often encountered inclusion as the primary service delivery model. This mismatch 

between preparation and the reality of the education system stemmed partially from a 

changing policy environment, with classrooms becoming more inclusive (as opposed to 

self-contained) and standards driven. Special education students were increasingly 

expected to participate in and pass state assessments, which meant their teachers were 

increasingly expected to teach in a way that aligned with those assessments.  

Role conflict and ambiguity are risk factors and inhibit resilience. All participants 

expressed concern or frustration with role conflict and ambiguity. This frustration aligned 

neatly with Huberman’s (1993) theory: all participants were first-year teachers, and 

negotiating their roles in the schools was of primary importance. While schools do not 

have control over federal policy, they can mitigate role conflict or ambiguity by clearly 

assigning responsibilities, defining those responsibilities, and providing professional 

development in areas of need. Something as basic as offering a series of 1-hour 

workshops on how to write IEP goals and run IEP meetings might go a long way toward 

allaying the concerns of teachers like those who participated in this study. Generally, 

schools and teacher preparation programs need to be more transparent about the current 

landscape of special education so that beginning teachers are better prepared for the 

school ecologies they enter.  

Limitations 

 Because the nature of qualitative research is to focus on personal experiences and 

meanings made by individuals, the findings of this study are not generalizable. It should 
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also be noted that the sample was limited to nine first-year special educators in nine 

secondary schools in one metropolitan area from one teacher preparation program.  

Recommendations for Research  

 This study bridges a gap in the current literature on special education teachers and 

resilience, but it is only a first step into understanding their experiences. Further research 

is needed to add dimension, breadth, and depth to this area of study. 

Comparison groups are needed. This study is descriptive and identifies areas of 

risk and resilience in new special education teachers. To explore how areas of risk might 

differ across varied populations of teachers, future studies should include a comparison 

group. This methodology should be replicated with new special education teachers and 

veteran special education teachers; and with new special education teachers and new 

general education teachers. Such studies would improve generalizability and build a more 

nuanced picture of how different kinds of teachers at different phases of their careers 

experience risk and resilience.  

Beginning teacher resilience should be explored across different school 

settings. This study identified several areas under school climate and administrative 

leadership that influence beginning special education teachers’ feelings of resilience. 

Future studies should explicitly investigate the relationship between school climate, 

leadership, and resilience. For example, this study could be replicated among new 

teachers in a school with a strong induction program and new teachers in a school 

without an induction program to investigate differences in perceptions of risk and 

resilience.  
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Explore teacher perceptions over time. An acknowledgement that negative 

feelings may be temporary was a finding that emerged across teaching categories. 

Longitudinal research is needed to explore how beginning special education teachers’ 

feelings and experiences change over time. This approach would show researchers 

whether thinking of certain negative feelings as temporary is, in fact, a resilient 

adaptation (i.e., with negative feelings abating over time) or whether such feelings are 

exacerbated with time.  

Recommendations for Practice 

While this study was limited to nine participants, it aligns with preexisting 

literature on new teachers and resilience and offers additional insight into the experiences 

of beginning special education teachers. The study is not representative of the entire 

population, but it does provide some guidance to inform practice in both the public 

school and teacher preparation domains.  

 New special education teachers must be supported. Formally or 

 informally, special education teachers need to feel supported in their first year of 

teaching. Feelings of isolation were particularly damaging to the participants interviewed. 

Schools should offer induction support for new teachers. This support can take the form 

of a formal mentor, an informal coach, new teacher support or networking groups, grade-

level team planning sessions, or some other form. Several of the participants in this study 

had formal mentors assigned to them by their school district. These relationships, 

however, were described as more artificial than those developed by teachers themselves. 

The central difference was a shared experience, availability, and trust. Formal mentors 
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often did not have the same teaching background as the participants (e.g., a mentor with a 

background in elementary teaching working with a secondary special educator). These 

mentors also were typically available on a limited basis (e.g., once a month at a 

designated meeting time). When participants found they needed answers to context-

specific questions right away, they did not feel that they could turn to these mentors. 

More likely they would turn to a colleague in their department with whom they had built 

some trust to find their answer. These collegial relationships, however, often developed 

from school-supported activities such as grade-level team meetings or department events. 

Resilient teachers can find support for themselves, but schools can facilitate resilience 

and promote connectedness by creating opportunities for support.  

All teachers can benefit from learning about inclusion. Schools increasingly 

offer inclusion as a service delivery model. This reality needs to be addressed in teacher 

preparation programs and at the school level. To do this, teacher preparation programs 

can instruct preservice teachers in how to design and implement instruction 

collaboratively. Schools can plan for inclusion. In tandem, master schedules can build in 

time for coteachers to plan together. Coteachers should be selected not only based on 

their availability or the quality of their teaching; administrators should also consider their 

willingness to coteach and their ability to work as part of a team. Veteran teachers who 

are not willing to share responsibility or to communicate openly should not be paired 

with beginning teachers. Professional development should be provided at the school level 

for all teachers regarding special education and best practices for collaborative teaching. 

Planning and professional development alone are not enough, however. The women in 
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this study struggled with coteaching relationships not only because they did not know 

how to develop relationships but because they were unsure of their roles in the classroom. 

Administrators need to work together to create a clear, schoolwide definition and vision 

for expectations for inclusion. They should also share these expectations with their entire 

teaching and administrative staff. The participants in this study expressed frustration in 

the context of their own feelings and identities as teachers, but this role confusion and 

ambiguity also has implications for teacher evaluation. If schools do not communicate 

clear expectations for inclusion practices, then teachers do not know how their 

performance will be assessed, which can lead to additional confusion and conflict.  

In teacher preparation programs, coteaching and collaboration classes should be 

added to the course of study or woven into current coursework. General education 

teachers and special education teachers alike can reasonably assume they will have to 

coteach at some point during their careers. Typical curriculum and instruction programs 

of study prepare teachers to plan instruction based on one teacher and a group of students. 

Teacher preparation programs should adapt this framework and demonstrate to novices 

how to plan collaboratively, negotiate expectations, and deliver instruction as a team. 

New special education teachers must feel like they make a difference. A 

primary risk factor for new special education teachers is being unable to connect with 

students because so much time is spent on administrative tasks. Participants in this study 

highlighted case management as a major barrier to connecting with students. There are 

several ways that schools can reduce this barrier. First, assign new special education 

teachers a caseload of students whom they also teach in the classroom. Second, limit the 
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size of the caseloads of new special education teachers. While this recommendation may 

not always be practical, it would go a long way toward reducing these teachers’ feelings 

of being frustrated and overwhelmed. It would allow time for them to learn how to case 

manage effectively while delivering and assessing instruction with a coteacher. The 

burden of case management could also be mitigated by hiring personnel to organize the 

logistics of IEP management. This person might manage the IEP files and track 

deadlines, gather information from general education teachers and related service 

providers, and schedule meetings and arrange for teacher coverage. Relieving new 

special education teachers of these tasks would allow them more time to get to know their 

students and to develop their skills as teachers—which, in turn, could contribute to their 

feelings of making a difference.  

New special education teachers must be taught how to be a case manager. 

Teacher preparation programs and school systems need to teach novice teachers about 

case management. Participants in this study discussed how much time they spent working 

on case management and how negative their experiences were with it. Participants had 

negative feelings about case management largely because they felt unprepared and unsure 

about their responsibilities. They wanted to do it right but did not know how. To better 

prepare teaching candidates, teacher preparation programs might offer a course or module 

that specifically addresses the work expected of special education teachers when they are 

assigned a caseload of students. These courses or modules should include activities like 

the following:  
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• Creating a data management system. Participants in this study felt 

overwhelmed by the large amount of information they were expected to 

maintain about their students. Showing novice teachers how to create a basic 

system to centrally house information about IEP meeting dates, re-evaluation 

deadlines, students’ schedules, and so forth would better prepare such teachers 

to manage this information. The system could be as simple as a spreadsheet or 

table and a secure file box, but it would make a substantial difference in 

making teachers feel more in control of what can seem like an unwieldy 

volume of files and paperwork.  

• Role-playing professional meetings. Some participants expressed concern 

about being expected to run IEP meetings for their students without having 

previous experience in doing so. Preparation programs should create 

opportunities for teams of preservice teachers to role-play various IEP 

meeting scenarios, with one person playing the student, another the general 

education teacher, another the parent, and so forth. They could then reflect on 

their experiences. Holding such mock meetings in a “fishbowl” arrangement 

(i.e., with one team watching while the other performs, then switching places) 

would create additional opportunities for learning and critique.  

• Developing a communication system. Zoe experienced a case management 

scenario in which she did not teach any of the students on her caseload. This 

meant she had to maintain constant communication with the students’ teachers 

to monitor their progress. Teacher preparation programs should show 
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preservice teachers how to design a system for communicating with teachers 

on a regular basis. This could mean e-mailing a weekly Likert-type survey to 

teachers using a survey engine like SurveyMonkey to tally results. It could 

also mean designing a table with all teachers’ planning periods displayed and 

establishing a regular time to stop by their room each week. Knowing 

strategies like this at the beginning of the school year would help new teachers 

immediately establish communication and expectations with other teachers.  

It is challenging to teach new teachers how to case manage because this role looks very 

different from school to school, district to district, state to state. There is no one, precise 

way to do it correctly. These activities, however, in addition to clear expectations and 

procedures outlined by each school, should alleviate teachers’ feelings of being 

unprepared and equip them to case manage more successfully.  

Conclusion  

There are more than 5.8 million school-age children with disabilities nationwide, 

which represents 8.5% of the total school population (Data Accountability Center, 2012). 

Special education teachers leave the field at an alarming rate and at a rate that is higher 

than their general education teacher counterparts (Boe, 2006). Every effort must be made 

to keep strong teachers in the field. This study revealed that there are protective factors 

that new special education teachers experience that make them feel resilient. The 

participants in this study needed to feel like they were making a difference and having an 

impact on students. Schools facilitated these feelings by creating opportunities for 

teachers to build relationships with one another and by providing administrative support 
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for new teachers. New teachers developed their own resilience by being flexible and 

adaptive; by seeking out sources of help and support when needed; by maintaining a 

sense of perspective (i.e., knowing they would become more skilled with time); and by 

seeking out opportunities to do what they enjoy most: working with students. The more 

schools do to support new special education teachers, and the more teacher preparation 

programs do to prepare new special education teachers for the current realities of 

teaching, and the more new special education teachers do to be consistently adaptive and 

reflective, the better the chances are that this teaching force will thrive resiliently in their 

careers.  

Postscript: A Note About Emerging Definitions of Risk and Resilience 

This study began as an exploration of the experiences of beginning special 

education teachers. I intended to identify areas of risk and resilience, but knew that these 

terms were amorphous and have been defined differently in different contexts. 

“Resilience” in studies of childhood trauma, for example, is defined differently than 

“resilience” in studies of adult work environments. As noted in Chapter II, it is difficult 

even to compare studies of teacher resilience because the meaning of the term varies 

across studies, with some equating “resilience” with “satisfaction” and others using it to 

mean “persistence.” While the differences are subtle, they have implications for the field. 

Deciding not to quit a job, for instance, is not the same as enjoying one’s work.  

For this study, I selected definitions of risk and resilience that were simple and 

straightforward. I anticipated that the true essence of these terms would be illuminated as 

participants shared their experiences, and that I would be able to craft fuller, richer 
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definitions based on their responses. I did not want to assign labels of “resilient” or “not 

resilient” to my participants; rather, I wanted them to apply those labels according to their 

own experiences. It became evident, however, that such dichotomous labels would not 

fully capture the nuanced experiences of these women. These study participants 

encountered risk and responded resiliently in a variety of different situations every day. 

Resilience was something they built over time and worked toward as a goal. While there 

were certainly factors (e.g., a difficult coteacher or a challenging caseload) that 

contributed to whether they were able to respond resiliently in a given situation, their 

resilient outcomes were more matter-of-fact than magic. In fact, Masten (2001) defined 

resilience as a sort of “ordinary magic,” something very tangible that reflects everyday 

strength and commitment. In the context of this study, resilience reflects the strength and 

commitment of beginning special education teachers to do their jobs well. Those who 

participated in the study have the capacity for such resilience, and with the right supports, 

they can succeed in the field and thrive as successful educators for a generation of youth. 
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Appendix A 
 

Interview Protocol Draft for Pilot Study 
 

Pilot Study 

 Prior to this study, the Self-in-Relationships (SIR) interview protocol had never 

been adapted for use with educators. To test the protocol and to gain input from teachers 

in the field, I piloted my study during the summer of 2010 with three participants who 

taught in three different schools.  

 During my first sample interview, I included all questions I had gathered from 

sample protocols implementing the SIR. Previous implementations of the SIR asked 

about different domains of a person’s life: home, school, work, friends, romantic partner, 

and so forth. For the purposes of this study, I was interested in the different domains of a 

special education teacher’s professional life, so I wanted to ask about working in an 

inclusive setting, working in a self-contained setting, and working as a case manager for a 

group of students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). Upon completing my 

first interview, I asked the participant what she felt was missing from the interview. She 

responded that she missed the opportunity to talk about her role as a mentor to students in 

the school.  

 In the second interview, I eliminated questions 5 and 6 from the “Warm Up” 

section of the protocol, adjusted questions 1a and 2a from the SIR portion of the 

interview to specify “What does the inclusion/self-contained setting look like in your 

situation” rather than at the school program level, and added a category called “other” 

(questions 4a-4d). I provided a few examples of what that “other” role might be: mentor, 
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team coach, club leader, tutor, school leader, or department head. I allowed the two 

remaining participants to select an “other” role, and both chose to talk about serving as a 

mentor. By the third interview, I found that questions 1b, 1c, 2b, 2c, 3b, 3c, 4b, and 4c 

were not reliable questions. By asking for traits that teachers would use to describe 

themselves in professional setting as well as traits others would use to describe them, I 

found that my participants interpreted the question differently. The first participant spoke 

about how she felt in different teaching settings, while the other two participants 

expressed confusion about what information was being sought and described more of 

what their classrooms looked like rather than how they felt within the classrooms.  

Therefore, in the final interview protocol, I amended these questions to one cloze 

statement repeated for each professional setting: “When I am working in a _____ setting, 

I feel ______” to be clear about the nature of the information being sought and to 

increase the validity and reliability of responses.  

 I had anticipated, as other studies have shown, that when I asked participants to 

rank their descriptive feelings from most to least important by placing them on a SIR 

diagram, most positive descriptors would be placed in the center (most important) ring  

and most negative descriptors would be placed in the periphery (less or least important) 

rings. Indeed, I found this to be the case. When I asked one participant why she arranged 

the words the way that she did, she replied, 

“I put the bad things on the edges because I know in time they will 
change. I know that’s just how I feel right now and it’s temporary. So 
either I’ll burn out and they’ll get stronger or they’ll go away as I get 
better…. Relationships, being positive, [and] big picture teaching are the 
reasons I got into teaching, and they’re still the biggest things [in the 
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center ring]. How tired I am went to the outside [ring] because it’s either 
going to become better or improve.” (Pilot Interview #2, May 3, 2010) 

 
The data I gathered from these pilot interviews provided me with guidance on 

how to modify my interview protocol to make the questions clear to participants 

and to enable me to gather the richest data possible. The draft version of the 

protocol is included below. See Appendix B for the final version of the protocol. 
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Draft Interview Protocol 
 

Warm Up (“low support” questions) 
 

1. How did you come to work at ____ school?  
a. Is it a good school? Why, why not? (What kind of school is it?) 
b. Is it a good place to work? Why, why not? (What kind of place is it to 

work?) 
2. Can you describe your job?  

a. What did you think your job was going to be? Is it different than you 
expected? 

3. How did you decide to teach special education? 
4. How did you decide on teaching in an urban setting?  
5. How would you describe yourself?  
6. How would you describe yourself at work?  

 
Modified Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Interview Protocol (“high support” questions) 
 

1. In a self-contained classroom setting 
a. When you are teaching in a self-contained setting, of what kinds of things 

are you most aware? 
b. Think about a normal day. What qualities or traits most define or represent 

the way you understand yourself in that setting?  
c. If someone who knows you very well came in to watch you teach, what 

words would they use to describe you?  
d. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 

How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.)  
e. Look at these traits you have listed and decide whether you would rank 

them as positive (+), negative (-), or neutral.  
2. In an inclusion setting 

a. When you are teaching in an inclusion setting, of what kinds of things are 
you most aware? 

b. Think about a normal day. What qualities or traits most define or represent 
the way you understand yourself in that setting?  

c. If someone who knows you very well came in to watch you in this setting, 
what words would they use to describe you?  

d. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.) 

e. Look at these traits you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+), negative (-), or neutral.  

3. In a case management setting 
a. When you are working on case management, of what kinds of things are 

you most aware?  
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b. Think about a normal day. What qualities or traits most define or represent 
the way you understand yourself in that setting? 

c. If someone who knows you very well came in to watch you in this setting, 
what words would they use to describe you?  

d. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.)  

e. Look at these traits you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+), negative (-), or neutral.  

4. In an “other” setting (coach, team leader, tutor, mentor, club director)  
a. Think of a time at school when you are not working as a self-contained 

teacher, inclusion teacher, or case manager. What are you doing? How 
would you describe that setting?  

b. When you are teaching in this “other” setting, of what kinds of things are 
you most aware?  

c. Think about a normal day. What qualities or traits most define or represent 
you in that setting?  

d. If someone who knows you very well came in to watch you in this setting, 
what words would they use to describe you?  

e. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.)  

f. Look at these traits you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+), negative (-), or neutral.  

 
Diagram 
 

5. “Looking at the Self-in-Relationships diagram, let’s place each quality you 
identified for Self-Contained in either the most, less, or least important category 
(keeping in mind that the more important a quality is in the way you see yourself, 
the closer it should be placed to the center of the chart and the less important a 
quality is to the way you understand yourself, the farther away from the center it 
should be placed).  

6. Let’s repeat this process for the Inclusion, Case Management, and “Other” 
domains.  

7. How did you decide which were the most important? 
8. How is [sample response] related to [sample response]?  
9. Do you see any “opposite or contradictory” words or phrases? Which ones [Label 

the connections with a line]. How do you understand these contradictions? What 
do they mean/say 

10. Looking at the portrait overall, what occurs to you?  
a. What do you notice most or what seems most important to you? 
b. What similarities do you notice and how might you explain them? 
c. What contradictions or differences do you notice and how might you 

explain them? 
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Conclusion 
 

11. Do you have anything you’d like to add? 
12. Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think is important for me to know? 
13. Is there anything that you thought about telling me but didn’t? 
14. Do you have any questions that you’d like to ask me?  
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Appendix B 
 

Final Interview Protocol 
 
Give background on project. “The purpose of this is to create a portrait of you as a 
teacher. We’ll create snapshots of you in different domains of your teaching and then put 
them together to make an overall portrait. Then, we’ll look at the portrait and see what we 
notice. I’ll compare your portrait to other teachers’ portraits and see what I notice about 
them as a group.” 
 
Research Question 
 
How do beginning (first-year) special education teachers in secondary schools experience 
multiple school environments associated with their roles as teachers?  

 
Interview Protocol 
 
All answers will be kept confidential. You may ask to stop the interview at any time. You 
can choose not to answer questions.  
 
Introductory Questions 
 
“The following questions are questions to give me additional data about your background 
that would be useful for my analysis. I will ask you to complete the first few questions on 
a second sheet of paper.”  
 
(On a separate sheet) 
 

1. What is your age?  
a. 18-23 
b. 24-27 
c. 28-35 
d. 36-45 
e. 45+ 

2. What is your ethnicity?  
a. Asian/Pacific Islander 
b. African American 
c. Hispanic 
d. White 
e. Other _______________ 
f. Prefer not to respond 

3. What is your gender?  
a. Male 
b. Female 
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c. Prefer not to respond 
4. In what subject is your undergraduate degree?  

a. ______________________ 
5. In what other field(s) besides teaching have you worked? 

a. _____________________ 
 
Beginning Interview Questions  
 

6. Where do you work? Can you describe the school? (i.e., How many students? 
 How many teachers? How many administrators? What is the design of the special 
 education program?) 
7. How did you come to work there? 
8. How did you decide to teach special education?  
9. How did you decide to teach in this school?  

 
Ecological Perceptions 
 

10. In a self-contained classroom role 
a. Think about a normal day. What are your self-contained teaching 

responsibilities? How would you describe what teaching in the self-
contained setting is like for you? What does this look like?  

b. Please complete the following sentences by writing a word on the label in 
each blank:  

1.When I am working in this setting, I feel _____________.  
2.(Repeat five times.) 

c. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.) 

d. Look at these words you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+) or negative (-). If you feel that something is both 
positive and negative, let’s write them on two separate labels.  
 

11. In an inclusion role 
e. Think about a normal day. What are your inclusion teaching 

responsibilities? How would you describe what teaching in inclusion is 
like for you? What does this look like in your situation?  

f. Please complete the following sentences by writing a word on the label in 
each blank:  

1.When I am working in this setting, I feel _____________.  
2.(Repeat five times.) 

g. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.) 

h. Look at these words you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+) or negative (-). If you feel that something is both 
positive and negative, let’s write them on two separate labels.  
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12. In a case management role 

i. Think about a normal day. What are your case management 
responsibilities? How would you describe your case management role? 
When you are doing case management, what does it look like?  

j. How would you describe what case management is like for you? 
k. Please complete the following sentences by writing a word on the label in 

each blank:  
1.When I am working in this setting, I feel _____________.  
2.(Repeat five times.) 

l. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.) 

m. Look at these words you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+) or negative (-). If you feel that something is both 
positive and negative, let’s write them on two separate labels.  
 

13. In an “other” role (coach, team leader, tutor, mentor, club director) 
n. Think of a time at school when you are not working as a self-contained 

teacher, inclusion teacher, or case manager. What are you doing? When 
you are working in this setting, what does it look like? 

o. Please complete the following sentences by writing a word on the label in 
each blank:  

1.When I am working in this setting, I feel _____________.  
2.(Repeat five times.) 

p. You describe yourself as ______ here. What do you mean by ________? 
How would you define that term/phrase? (Repeat using different term.) 

q. Look at these words you have listed and decide whether you would rank 
them as positive (+) or negative (-). If you feel that something is both 
positive and negative, let’s write them on two separate labels.  
 

Self-Portrait Diagram & Analysis 
 

14. Looking at the Self-in-Relationships Diagram, let’s place each feeling related to 
the Self-Contained role in either the most, less, or least important category. What 
is the most important to how you see yourself as a teacher? 

15. Let’s repeat this process for the Inclusion, Case Management, and “Other” 
domains.  

16. How did you decide which feelings were the most important?  
17. Looking at the portrait overall, what do you notice? What seems most important 

to you?  
18. Do you see any “opposite or contradictory” words or phrases? Which ones? 

[Label the connection with a line.] How do you understand these contradictions? 
What do they mean/say?  

19. Do you see any similarities? Where? What do they mean/say? 
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20. Who influences your most importants? How do they do that?  
21. Who influences your least importants? How do they do that?  
22. What does your school do to influence your most importants? 
23. What does your school do to influence your least importants?  

 
Conclusion 
 

24. Do you have anything you’d like to add to help me understand your experience as 
a beginning special educator? 

25. Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think is important for me to know?  
26. Is there anything that you thought about telling me but didn’t? 
27. Do you have any questions that you’d like to ask me?  
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Self-Contained 
 
 
1. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
2. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
3. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
4. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
5. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
6. When I am working in a self-contained setting, I feel __________________________ . 
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Inclusion 
 
 
1. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
 
 
 
2. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
 
 
 
3. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
 
 
 
4. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
 
 
 
5. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
 
 
 
6. When I am working in an inclusion setting, I feel _____________________________ . 
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Case Management 
 
 
1. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
 
 
 
2. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
 
 
 
3. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
 
 
 
4. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
 
 
 
5. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
 
 
 
6. When I am working in a case management setting, I feel _______________________ . 
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Other: ____________ 
 
 
1. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
2. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
3. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
4. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
5. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
 
 
 
6. When I am working in a ___________ setting, I feel __________________________ . 
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Appendix C 

 
Self-Portrait Diagram  
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Appendix D 

Letter to Participants 

Dear ____,  

My name is Bridget Belknap and I am a doctoral candidate in the Department of 

Special Education and Disability Studies in the Graduate School of Education at George 

Washington University. I am conducting a research study as part of the requirements of 

my degree in special education and I would like to invite you to participate.  

I am studying resilience in beginning special education teachers and am 

conducting research with 1st year teachers in the GWU TSE program. The purpose of my 

study is to gain more insight into the experiences of beginning special education teachers 

in order to understand factors that contribute to teacher resilience. You will receive a DC 

lottery ticket equal to one draw ($1) for participating in the study. Any winnings received 

from the ticket will be yours to keep. My study will be valuable to the field of special 

education because it highlights the individual voices of teachers and their experiences, 

voices that are not always heard in the research literature.  

 If you were to agree to take part in this study, you would be asked to participate 

in an interview at some point between January and early March as well as a half-hour 

follow-up interview in May. The interviews will take place at a mutually agreed upon 

time and place: the first interview lasting about an hour and a half and the second lasting 

about thirty minutes. During these interviews you will be asked questions about your 

different roles and responsibilities as a 1st year special education teacher and to describe 
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some of your daily experiences. You would encounter no more risks during these 

interviews than those ordinarily encountered in daily life.  

All information gathered will be kept strictly confidential and you will be 

assigned a pseudonym to keep all identifying information anonymous. Your participation 

is voluntary and you can stop participating at any time. If you have further questions 

about this study you can contact me at bbelknap@gwu.edu or my faculty advisor, 

Dr. Juliana Taymans, at taymansjmt@gmail.com. If you have questions about your rights 

as a research participant, you can contact the Office of Human Research of George 

Washington University at ohrirb@gwumc.edu or at (202) 994-2715.  

 If you would like to participate, please respond to this e-mail by changing the 

subject line to read “I would like to participate.”  

Thank you,  

Bridget Belknap 
George Washington University 
202-316-0801 
bbelknap@gwu.edu 
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Appendix E 
 

Participant Self-in-Relationships (SIR) Portraits 
 
Harper 
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June 
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Lily
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Maggie 
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Maya 
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Olivia 
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Scarlet 
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Simone 
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Zoe 

 
 


