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Abstract of the Dissertation 

Teach for America Corps Members’ Perceptions of Classroom Self-Efficacy 

There is an unyielding relationship between poverty and underperforming 

classrooms (Flores, 2007; Harding, 2003; Kopp, 2011; Lauen & Gaddis, 2013; South, 

Baumer & Lutz, 2003).  Research concluded that quality teachers make the biggest 

difference in underperforming classrooms (Chester & Beaudin, 1996; Eckert, 2013; Faez 

& Valeo, 2012; Hill, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012.) 

Yet, these urban and rural classrooms experience teacher shortages as many teachers 

leave these challenging spaces for suburban venues or leave the profession definitively.  

In this way, Teach for America’s goal was to fill these classrooms with candidates that 

would counteract this problem.  TFA recruited high-achieving recent college graduates 

without education degrees and trained them for eight weeks during a Summer Institute 

and placed them in underperforming classrooms (Kopp, 2011).   

This qualitative interview-based study including 17 TFA corps members and 

alumni examined the levels of preparedness and self-efficacy that they had during the 

first years teaching in underperforming classrooms. In addition, the interviews elucidated 

the perceived training mechanisms that TFA employed during training. This study drew 

on the conceptual framework involving Bandura’s Social Learning theory (1977) and 

self-efficacy (1993) as well as Bourdieu’s (1977) concepts of social reproduction, 

“organization habitus” as proposed by Horvat and Antonio (1999) and “institutional 

habitus” (Roofe & Miller, 2013). 

Participants described the ways in which they perceived themselves to be 

prepared for their classrooms both from TFA training and from their own background 
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and prior work and classroom experiences. Although participants acknowledged the 

value of TFA training especially in lesson planning and some basic pedagogical theories 

they noted that they did not always perceive themselves to be fully prepared or have a 

high self-efficacy and therefore acted as agents by seeking additional training and 

colleague observations to enhance their self-efficacy.  

Based on participants’ lived experiences, this study offers a deeper understanding 

of Teach for America’s corps members’ perceptions of preparedness of self-efficacy after 

their Summer Institute training and during the beginning of their teaching careers. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

 For the last 25 years, Teach for America (TFA) has been an avenue for high-

achieving college graduates to serve our nation’s most underachieving classrooms in the 

pivotal role of teacher.  This 1989 brainstorm of then-Princeton senior, Wendy Kopp, 

recruits these graduates from top universities in this country with the intention of 

addressing the educational crisis of under-qualified teachers in low socioeconomic 

schools.  

In Kopp’s opinion, the ever-widening socioeconomic achievement gap could be 

alleviated with the untapped resource of highly intelligent non-education majors (Kopp, 

2011).  She observed the unequal educational outcomes of children in under-achieving 

schools and posited that intelligent and motivated teachers could be the salvation of these 

schools.  By finding highly qualified undergraduates and independently training them to 

work in these spaces, TFA could positively affect the student’s outcomes in these under-

achieving schools. 

However, these new graduates differ in several ways from graduates of traditional 

teacher education programs.  First, they do not hold a teacher’s certification and only 

10% have had any education classes in college.  Also, they must apply to the program 

and competition is very great.  The numbers of recent graduates trying to secure a TFA 

spot increased from 2,500 applicants for 500 placements in 1992 to 17,000 applicants for 

4,000 placements in 2010 (Xu, Hannaway, & Taylor, 2011). The organization 

purposefully recruits people who are academically advanced; the 2003 cohort had 

average SAT scores of 1,310 and a grade point average of 3.5 (Glazerman, Mayer, & 
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Decker, 2006).  Not only does TFA require high academic achievement, but they also 

value civic-minded individuals.  TFA wants “individuals who want to stand up for 

education and believe that all children deserve a quality education” (Teach for America, 

2010).  In this way, the recent graduates enter their Teach for America experience with 

the organization’s discourse of civic virtue and altruism toward children in 

underperforming schools.   

The most significant difference between TFA and traditional teacher education 

program is the training. TFA chooses to educate corps members through their own eight 

week summer training institute.  A corps member is an individual that competes the TFA 

Summer Institute and goes on to their own classroom. A corps member is a corps 

member for the two years of their TFA commitment. If they continue teaching, then they 

become alumni of TFA. During this intense 40 plus hours per week program, TFA 

inculcates corps Members into educational pedagogy and classroom basics.  After the 

summer training session, TFA places the corps members into a classroom position in an 

underperforming urban or rural school.   

Statement of the Problem 

Wendy Kopp’s creation of TFA arose from her inherent belief that there was an 

inequity in America’s educational system especially for children living in poverty (Kopp, 

2011). Indeed, the numbers of children living in poverty has grown to almost 16.4 million 

(National Poverty Center, 2010).  There continues to be dramatic differences in the 

opportunities for children living in high and low socioeconomic areas.  Only half of those 

children born into poverty will graduate from high school and those who do graduate 

have, on average, an eighth grade skill level (Teach for America, 2015).  Further, only 
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8% of children living in poverty will graduate from college by age 24 (Teach for 

America, 2013).  Sadly, children living in low-income communities are two years behind 

their peers in more affluent communities in reading skills by fourth grade (Kopp, 2011).  

More specifically, nationally, students ranked at or above the proficient levels in reading 

were 30% compared to only 20% ranked at or above proficient reading levels in urban 

schools (Belfiore, Auld, & Lee, 2005).  In addition, children growing up in areas defined 

as high-poverty are more likely to drop out of school and have a teenage pregnancy as 

compared to youth living in non-poverty areas (Harding, D. J., 2003).  These differences 

in the outcomes between socioeconomic groups is significant and an issue that cannot be 

overlooked by educators.        

 Indeed, TFA used the above statistics as a marketing tool.  “Teach and Be Taught:  

Awaken Kids’ Potential-and Your Own” (Teach for America, 2016) was the most recent 

recruiting slogan that hopes to attract college graduates eager to make a difference in the 

lives of children.  This catchy phrase accompanied by a photo of a minority child was one 

way in which TFA hoped to encourage graduates to make a difference with these 

underprivileged youth. 

 From TFA’s perspective the solution to the problem of educating underprivileged 

children lies in the recruitment and training of highly qualified teachers.  Their model 

exemplifies the solution in that they have found individuals with strong academic 

backgrounds that are more than willing to enter underperforming classrooms.  Indeed, 

they are the solution to the problem of the lack of effective teachers. 
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The Socioeconomic Achievement Gap, Poverty and Effective Teachers in 

Underachieving Classrooms 

 There have been several attempts to address the socioeconomic inequity in 

America’s classrooms.  No Child Left Behind Act (Government, 2002) was the latest 

policy attempt to address the achievement gap in the United States.  Lawmakers saw the 

lagging outcomes of children living in poverty and designed a set of principles that could 

positively affect these outcomes.  Scholars agree that children living in high-poverty 

areas and attending high-poverty schools have lower academic outcomes than their peers 

from more affluent schools (Flores, 2007; Harding, 2003; Lauen & Gaddis, 2013; South, 

Baumer & Lutz, 2003). Identifying the differences in academic outcomes is only the first 

step to positively affecting the problem. The second step is identifying the possible 

solutions. Further, lawmakers saw this as an important variable as well and included a set 

of specific teacher education standards in NCLB (Onafowora, 2004).   

Two Longitudinal studies Murnane, Willett, Bub, McCarney, Hanushek and 

Maynard (2006) and Hanushek & Rikin (2009) comparatively analyzed children’s test 

scores from underperforming schools in kindergarten and then again in third grade and 

concluded there were compounding negative effects from kindergarten through third 

grade. Further, they both recommended that additional policies be enacted to support the 

improvement of teacher quantity and quality in underperforming schools.   Further 

research continues to find that effective teachers not only create positive results in the 

classroom during a particular school year (Nye, Konstantopoulos & Hedges, 2004), but 

also in subsequent years for the same child (Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012).  Further, 

Hill, Rowan, and Ball (2005) found a positive relationship between teacher content 
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knowledge and positive literacy outcomes for children in urban classrooms.  One of the 

most important indicators of positive student outcomes was strong teacher efficacy and 

preparedness for the classroom (Chester & Beaudin, 1996; Eckert, 2013; Faez & Valeo, 

2012; Onafowora, 2006; Roofe & Miller, 2013; Tschannon-Moran & Johnson, 2011; 

Yost, 2006).   

Yost (2006) specifically noted the correlation between teacher training and high 

self-efficacy and preparedness for the classroom yet there still remained an ambiguity 

about how to best train teachers for the classroom.  Ball and Cohen (1999) argued that the 

novice teachers needed to develop a better understanding of the profession with 

Grossman et al. (2009) arguing for a common pedagogy of practice that will prepare 

novice teachers for the rigors of the classroom.  In addition, Grossman et al. (2009) and 

Lampert (2013) constructed frameworks for novice teacher training that better prepares 

them for the classroom.   

While the ideas of finding and training qualified teachers seems like a relatively 

straighforward concept, Akiba, LeTendre and Scribner (2007) found that access to 

qualified teachers significantly differed based on socioeconomic status.  Similarly, 

Lankford and Ingersoll (2002), Loeb and Wyckoff (2002) and Murnane &Steele (2007) 

found a teacher shortage in urban schools where as many as 40% of students are taught 

by non-certified or inexperienced teachers.  Lankford, Loeb and Wyckoff (2002) 

attributed the teacher shortage to the concept whereby more qualified teachers leave 

underperforming schools that they perceive to be more challenging working 

environments and move to schools that they perceive to be less challenging 

environments. In this study, the researchers concluded that teachers tend to leave 
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underperforming schools and those individuals that leave often have greater skills than 

those who stay.  

All of these studies support the theory that access to qualified teachers makes 

significant differences especially for children living in underprivileged communities.  

These support the concepts that placing highly qualified teachers in these classrooms 

should be the goal.  In TFA’s opinion they have solved the problem of the lack of highly 

qualified teachers.  They recruit and train their corps members to enter these spaces with 

the specific intent of filling this gap. 

The Literature Gap 

 Through the recruitment and placement of academically successful students, TFA 

purports that they overcome the teacher quality chasm in underperforming schools.  

While research suggests that high quality teachers do positively affect student outcomes 

(Hanushek & Rikin, 2009; Lankford & Ingersoll, 2002; Loeb & Wyckoff, 2002; Murnane 

& Steele, 2007; Murnane, Willett, Bub, McCarney, Hanushek, & Maynard, 2006) there 

are conflicting research studies concerning Corp Members’ success in these 

underachieving classrooms.  Indeed, several researchers including Decker, Mayer and 

Glazerman (2004), Kerr and Berliner (2002) and Raymond, Fletcher, and Luque (2001) 

analyzed test results from TFA teachers and found very little difference in TFA 

classrooms and non-TFA classrooms.  Replicating the aforementioned study, Darling-

Hammond, Hotzman, Gatlin and Heilig (2005) found that TFA classrooms had 

significantly lower test scores than traditionally certified teachers’ classrooms. As a 

contrast, a more recent study conducted by Xu, Hannaway & Taylor (2011) considered 

TFA corps    members teaching high school with subject-specific degrees and found that 
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the tests scores of their students compared to non-TFA classrooms were significantly 

higher. 

 The aforementioned studies employed purely quantitative methods to analyze 

TFA thus leaving a qualitative gap for study.  Perhaps as a result, Xu, Hannaway and 

Taylor (2011) conducted the only qualitative study on TFA specifically.  They utilized a 

qualitative approach to analyze TFA teacher decision-making and whether or not their 

decisions aligned with their TFA training.  They interviewed TFA teachers regarding 

their pedagogical choices in the classes and found that they often made choices based on 

the training that they received during TFA Summer Training Institute rather than their 

own school’s policies. Further, the teachers indicated that their choices sometimes 

conflicted with their own state and school policies.   

 As noted in this study, there needed to be a deeper analysis of Corps    members’ 

sense of preparedness and self-efficacy for the classroom with an analysis of their 

perceptions of their training and a specific line of questioning that assessed the specific 

constructs of their preparedness for managing diverse classrooms, realizing cultural 

competence and understanding curriculum and pedagogy.  Since Corps    members came 

into the eight-week training institute without any prior teacher training, this Summer 

Institute provided the only means by which they learn about education and how to be 

teachers.  They left the seminar and headed directly into their own classrooms.  Not only 

was this their first classroom experience, but these classrooms also represented some of 

the most underperforming classrooms in the United States and often came with some 

daunting challenges.  TFA stated that their corps members were prepared for the 

classroom, but there has not been enough research to support this claim.  There was a 
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literature gap that focused specifically on TFA teachers immediately following their 

training and during their first year of teaching and their perceived implementation of TFA 

training.  Further, no research existed regarding TFA corps members self-efficacy 

regarding their first year in the classroom and whether or not they perceived themselves 

to be prepared for their first year of teaching.  In fact, this study considered the perceived 

level of self-efficacy that corps members take into the classroom from their training.  

More specifically, this study utilized the framework for teacher preparedness as 

postulated by Grossman et al. (2009) to understand whether teachers have been prepared 

for their classroom placement. 

Purpose Statement 

 This researcher employed qualitative research and interviewed Teach for America 

teachers currently working in the classroom. This study explored the perceived 

preparedness and self-efficacy that the Corps members felt after their eight-week training 

and during their first year of teaching.  More specifically, this study discussed the ways in 

which these teachers felt prepared for diverse classrooms, cultural competency and 

curriculum and pedagogy. Further, this qualitative study analyzed the teachers’ 

perceptions of the TFA-Summer Institute and the knowledge that they gained as well as 

to how they used that knowledge in their own classrooms.  By considering corps 

members’ sense of preparedness and self-efficacy after the eight week Summer Institute 

training and during their first year of teaching, this study illuminated the perceived sense 

of preparedness that TFA corps members felt for diverse classroom, in cultural 

competency and with curriculum and pedagogy after training and during their first 

semester of training.    
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Research Questions 

 The researcher pursued this qualitative study with the following research 

questions. The researcher wanted to investigate how TFA’s training provided the teachers 

with the perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy for their classroom experiences.  

Further, these research questions framed the constructs in which TFA potentially 

prepared teachers for the classroom. 

This study addressed one research question with two sub-questions: 

Research Questions 

1. What shaped TFA corps member’s first year professional knowledge base and 

practice at the conclusion of their training and during their first year of teaching? 

1a. What are new Teach for America teacher perceptions of their self-efficacy 

regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to manage diverse 

classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum and pedagogy? 

1b. What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by which TFA shaped their 

self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to 

manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum 

and pedagogy?  

Theory Overview 

There is a strong link between student outcomes and teacher preparation student 

(Akiba, LeTendre & Scribner; 2007; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Eddy & Easton-Brooks, 

2011; Guo, Connor, Yang, Roehrig & Morrison, 2012; Groninger, Buese & Larson, 

2012; Dee, 2004; Hill, Rowan & Ball, 2005; Song; 2006; Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012; 

Lankford & Ingersoll, 2002; Loeb & Wykhoff, 2002; Murnane & Steele, 2007).  For that 
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reason, this study’s analysis of teacher’s preparedness and self-efficacy in the classroom 

was linked to their experiences in the eight-week summer training institute.  This is 

especially true because 90% of TFA corps members do not have an undergraduate 

teaching degree (Glazerman, Mayer, & Decker, 2006.)  This study considered the 

perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy that corps members felt upon completion of 

the Summer Institute.  More specifically, this research served to illuminate the possible 

perceptions of preparedness in specific areas such as managing diverse classrooms, 

maintaining cultural competency and readiness for classroom pedagogy as discussed by 

TFA.   

In this way, there are two levels that were considered.  First, this research utilized 

Bandura’s Social Learning theory (1977) and self-efficacy (1993) to theoretically ground 

the teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy during the first year of 

teaching.  Second, since this study also analyzed how TFA corps members perceived the 

mechanisms by which TFA trained them for classroom readiness Bourdieu’s (1977) 

concepts of social reproduction, “organization habitus” as proposed by Horvat and 

Antonio (1999) and “institutional habitus” (Roofe & Miller, 2013) served to reinforce the 

theoretical perspective of this study. 

 As a means to conceptualize the concept of teacher preparedness and self-

efficacy, Albert Bandura’s (1977) theory of Social Learning theory served as a 

foundation.  He postulated a view of individuals as agenic decision-makers that learn 

through observing others within the context of experiences and interactions.  His concept 

of self-efficacy, or an individual’s self-confidence, can be directly situated within Social 

Learning theory because “an individual’s belief in his/her capability in relation to 
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assigned tasks is often influenced by past mastery experiences” (Roofe & Miller, 2013).  

Bandura (1997) expanded his theory of self-efficacy to include a specific set of inputs 

that can positively or negatively affect a person’s self-confidence.  He postulated that a 

past experience, modeling, coaching and emotional states all influence an individual’s 

perceptions of their self-efficacy (see figure 1 below). 

 

Figure 1 Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Model (1977) 

Bandura (1993) specifically discussed teacher self-efficacy by arguing that 

teachers can affect learning environments through their personal self-efficacy in the 

classroom. To further strengthen the argument that self-efficacy can be utilized in 

teaching, Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk-Hoy (2001) postulated that teachers with 

higher self-efficacy and confidence believe that they can teach unmotivated and difficult 

children.  This concept is especially important in underperforming schools where teachers 

may encounter more children that do not meet the minimum standards and may need 

additional motivation (Tschannen-Moran & Woofolk Hoy, 2001).  In other words, 
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teachers with greater self-efficacy have better results in underperforming classrooms.  

This is especially relevant for this study as all TFA classrooms are considered 

underprivileged.  Moreover, since TFA’s goal was to positively affect underperforming 

classrooms and close the achievement gap (TFA, 2013), TFA corps members with higher 

self-efficacy should potentially have a more positive affect on underperforming 

classrooms.  

 Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) and Ludlow (20101) studied whether specific 

types of training programs change a teacher’s self-efficacy.  Darling-Hammond et al. 

examined 3,000 novice teachers in New York from both alternative and traditional 

education programs and found that teachers from traditional programs had higher self-

efficacy.  Conversely, Ludlow (2010) did not find that a specific pathway to teachers’ 

affected self-efficacy but rather saw the amount of training in specific pedagogical 

teaching strategies as most important.   

 The aforementioned studies are especially relevant for this study as the analysis of 

teacher preparedness and self-efficacy can be situated in the contextual experiences of the 

teacher’s training and professional development.  In this way, teacher self-efficacy must 

be grounded in Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective that discussed the ways in which 

training affects teachers’ specific classroom constructs such as managing diverse 

classrooms, maintaining cultural competency and developing pedagogical strategies. 

Pierre Bourdieu was a French sociologist who researched and developed theories 

involving the power relations in social life.  His theories served to elucidate the role of 

power in institutions and for the purposes of this review educational institutions 

specifically. His theory of social reproduction postulated that there is a cultural 



13 

transmission from generation to generation and group to group.  These groups reproduce 

the existing social structure to preserve their advantages.  In particular, he denoted that 

schools served as a main mechanism of social reproduction with teachers acting as agents 

in this process (Bourdieu, 1984).  In this study, both TFA and the teachers acted as 

mechanisms of social reproduction.   

TFA acted as a mode of social reproduction during Summer Institute with their 

novice corps members.  They reproduced the culture of education and pedagogy through 

the training seminar.  More specifically, the culture of education and pedagogy was 

transferred by the organization TFA to TFA corps members through a concept called 

‘habitus’ during TFA’s Summer Institute.  As defined by Bourdieu, habitus is the 

“transposable disposition which carries out a systemic, universal application—beyond the 

limits of what of what has been directly learnt—of the necessity inherent in the learning 

conditions” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170).  In this study, habitus was presented in the training 

of teachers through “experiences marked by present speech, actions, dispositions that 

presumably can predict some future action” (Jones & Enriquez, 2009, p. 146).  Further, 

the term “organizational habitus” extended these concepts to the organization that 

inculcated teachers’ ideas and pedagogic styles into classroom practices.  Organizational 

habitus refers to “class-based dispositions, perceptions, and appreciations transmitted to 

individuals in a common organizational culture” (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, p. 320).  In 

their study of race and teacher expectations, they found that teachers had lower 

expectations for their low-income African American students.  Roofe and Miller (2013) 

utilized Bourdieu’s habitus theory to postulate that an individual can adapt and perform 

with the contextual experiences in teacher education programs and can affect the self-
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efficacy of the teacher-in-training that can affect their continuation in the program.   

During Summer Institute, TFA utilized habitus to enculturate TFA corps members 

into the education profession through lectures, seminars, role-playing and assignments.  

In this way, they transmitted the culture of education to their members.  This common 

language of education served as a way to prepare new teachers for the classroom.  In a 

similar way, Bourdieu’s and Bandura’s theories interact and can be extrapolated for the 

purposes of this study.  (see Figure 2).  With regards to this research project, the 

dominant group was TFA because they are training individuals without any prior 

experience in teaching.  Since the TFA corps members come into the training session 

with limited knowledge about educational theory, the dominant group, TFA, served to 

prepare them for their classroom teaching experiences. The eight-week Summer Institute 

training was the time in which TFA introduced the corps members to the teaching 

profession, educational theory, concepts of child development and perhaps issues 

surrounding the achievement gap.  TFA, the dominant group, employed habitus during 

the training institute to legitimize the ideals of the teaching profession and 

underperforming students thus inculcating the corps members into the profession.  In 

turn, the corps members exited the training and entered their first-year classrooms with a 

sense of self-efficacy and preparedness in various constructs including diverse 

classrooms, maintaining cultural competency and teaching pedagogy. 

Significance of Study 

 There is an unyielding relationship between poverty and underperforming 

classrooms (Flores, 2007; Harding, 2003; Kopp, 2011; Lauen & Gaddis, 2013; South, 

Baumer & Lutz, 2003).  In fact, the one undisputed fact regarding socioeconomics and 
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education is that your geographic area of birth is the best predictor of your chances to 

graduate high school and potentially enter college (Kopp, 2013).  Moreover, children 

living in poverty have lower potential for future income and higher instances of teenage 

pregnancy and incarnation. 

 While the government has spent millions on research and policy changes, the 

most significant conclusion is that quality teachers make the biggest difference in 

underperforming classrooms (Chester & Beaudin, 1996; Eckert, 2013; Faez & Valeo, 

2012; Hill, Konstantopoulos, & Hedges, 2004; Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012; Rowan & 

Ball, 2005; Roofe & Miller, 2013; Nye, Tschannon-Moran & Johnson, 2011; Eckert, 

2013;Yost, 2006;).  Yet, these urban and rural classrooms experience teacher shortages as 

many teachers leave these challenging spaces for suburban venues or leave the profession 

definitively.   

In this way, TFA’s goal was to fill these classrooms with candidates that would 

counteract this problem.  The organization identified quality teaching as high-achieving 

college graduates with strong academic records, significant extra-curricular contributions 

and potential altruistic tendencies (Kopp, 2011).   TFA’s intense recruitment process 

strived to find the best candidates to fill vacancies in underprivileged classrooms that 

typically may not have qualified teachers in them. 

TFA represented an alternative path to the traditional teacher education trajectory 

produced for four-year teacher education programs.  By training individuals for eight 

weeks rather than four years, TFA purported to prepare these teachers specifically for 

underprivileged classrooms (Kopp, 2011).  The training that takes place immediately 

following each corps   member’s graduation from college intends to inculcate them into 
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the teaching profession.  In turn, TFA places them in a classroom in September following 

their senior year of college. 

The researcher sought to elucidate the levels of preparedness and self-efficacy 

that novice Teach for America teachers had for each of the aforementioned constructs 

during their first year in underperforming classrooms. By interviewing new TFA teachers 

about their training experiences and their implementation of their training into their own 

classroom, there can be a greater understanding of this program’s alternative-route 

teacher training for individuals working with underperforming students and whether or 

not there was adequate training for these particular classrooms.  In addition, the 

researcher highlighted corps member’s voices that described how their professional 

knowledge developed. Further, this study illuminated the ways in which novice TFA 

corps members created their own pedagogical teaching strategies.  Perhaps most 

importantly, this study elucidated the perceived training mechanisms that TFA employed 

to help these individuals positively affect underprivileged classrooms and the 

achievement gap as a whole. 

Summary of Methodology 

This study utilized an interview-based qualitative methodology.  Merriam (2009) 

argued that researchers using qualitative research are most interested in “how people 

make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (p. 13). In this 

way, the qualitative process interpreted the research phenomenon from the participant’s 

perspective thus making the researcher “the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis” (p. 14).  As the primary instrument, the researcher acted as the collector and 
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interpreter of the data and continuously adapted and reinterpreted the data throughout the 

study.   

Accordingly, qualitative research methodology provided a “richly descriptive” (p. 

16) process of research and suited this research best because this study sought to 

understand the perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy that TFA corps members 

felt during training and during the beginning of their teaching careers. Since all corps 

members attended the TFA Summer Institute, a qualitative study that allowed them to 

describe experiences provided the best way to conduct the research. In order to 

understand the level of preparedness that the Summer Institute provided, a deep, thick 

description of the lived experiences of the participants was necessary. The researcher 

sought to analyze how each corps member interpreted their experiences in the Summer 

Institute and how they sought to understand the impact of that summer experience on 

their own perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy as they entered the classroom.   

An interview-based qualitative study was the optimum type of research to explore 

the perceptions of TFA corps members’ self-efficacy following the Summer Institute 

training because the main vehicle of exploration was interviews.  Merriam (2009) 

purported that “interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or 

how people interpret the world around them” (p. 88).  Since TFA’s training sessions are 

inaccessible to outsiders, interviews enabled the researcher to understand the subjects’ 

perceptions of those experiences and how each subject felt the training prepared he/she 

for the first year of teaching. 

TFA placed highly qualified recent college graduates into underperforming 

classrooms in urban and rural school districts (Kopp, 2011).  The researcher recruited 17 
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TFA corps members and interviewed them about the training they received in the TFA 

Summer Training Institute and the self-efficacy they felt in the beginning of their 

teaching careers. The interviews were approximately 45 minutes to one-hour long and 

occurred at either the TFA corps member’s school or at a neutral location selected by the 

TFA Corps member 

Implications for Research 

TFA is an alternate-route training platform for new teachers and one that has 

received a considerable amount of attention in the last 25 years.  There are several 

reasons that this program has received so much attention.  First, TFA corps members 

come with higher standards and quality education than typical college graduates from 

traditional education programs (Fraser, 2007) and secondly, TFA addressed the inequity 

of the educational system by placing teachers in some of the nation’s poorest schools that 

traditionally had trouble attracting and keeping quality teachers.  TFA teachers do not 

have education degrees.  Rather, TFA trained corps members during an eight-week 

Summer Institute and then places them in underperforming classrooms as head teachers.   

The demand for quality teachers is not a new concept.  In fact, Horace Mann gave 

up his aspiring political career to help reform education and one of his first goals was 

helping to train teachers.  He started a “normal school” in 1839 that trained teachers for 

the classroom and looked to increase the quality of teachers entering classrooms. 

In a similar way, TFA Summer Institute looked to train recent successful college 

graduates for careers in education.  They purported to place high quality teachers in 

underperforming classrooms to help children achieve a higher academic performance.  

Therefore, the implications for research was in a deeper analysis of corps members’ 
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perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy after TFA training and how these new 

teachers utilized the training during their first year of teaching. More specifically, the 

researcher analyzed the perceptions of preparedness surrounding three constructs 

including cultural competence, diverse classrooms, and pedagogy and curriculum.  This 

research shed light on TFA alternate route training and how teachers implemented their 

training during their first year.  An in-depth analysis of first-year TFA corps members’ 

classroom strategies that they incorporated into their first year of teaching yielded a 

deeper understanding of TFA teacher training and the methodologies they implemented 

to train teachers specifically for underperforming classrooms. An analysis of teacher 

training from the participant perspective has broader implications for a deeper 

understanding of both TFA training as well as alternative training as a whole and perhaps 

even the idea of effective teaching in low-socioeconomic classrooms. 

Definition of key terms 

Achievement gap:  The differences in educational outcomes for children from low 

socioeconomic backgrounds compared to their middle or upper class counterparts 

(Kopp, 2011). 

Habitus:  The transfer of power through the disposition of learning (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Social Reproduction:  Groups in power that reproduce the existing social structure in 

order to preserve their own advantages (Bourdieu, 1984). 

Teach for America corps member:  Name for teachers that completed the eight-week 

Summer Institute and were placed into a school. (Kopp, 2011). 

Teach for America alum: Name of teacher that completed the two year TFA 

commitment. These individuals either continue teaching or leave the profession. 
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Teach for America Summer Institute:  The eight-week mandatory training session for 

all TFA recruits.  The Institute takes place during the summer months prior to the 

first year of teaching (Kopp, 2011). 

Teacher self-efficacy:  An individual’s self-confidence and belief in his/her capabilities 

for the class (Bandura, 1993; Roofe & Miller, 2013; Tschannen-Moran & 

Woofolk Hoy, 2001). 

Summary 

 TFA strived to counteract the damaging effects of the ever-widening achievement 

gap by placing highly qualified recent college graduates in underperforming urban and 

rural classrooms.  Most of these TFA corps members do not hold education degrees and 

do not have experience in the classroom.  Instead, they attended an eight-week Summer 

Institute with the goal of preparing them for the underprivileged classrooms.  In response, 

there was a lack of qualitative research that considered the corps members voices 

concerning their Summer Institute training session and their perceptions of preparedness 

for the classroom.  This research investigated the perceptions of self-efficacy and 

preparedness that new TFA corps members felt immediately following their Summer 

Institute training and during the beginning of their teaching careers.  More specifically, 

this study utilized a qualitative case study research methodology to analyze the corps 

members’ sense of self-efficacy surrounding their ability to manage a diverse classroom, 

attain cultural competence and utilize curriculum and pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 Teach for America’s motto, “One Day” (Teach for America, 2013) represents the 

organization’s ultimate mission of solving the problem of educational inequity faced by 

children living in low-socioeconomic areas.  According to Wendy Kopp, the founder of 

Teach for America, “the neighborhood into which children are born still largely predicts 

their educational outcomes and, in turn, opportunities in life” (Kopp, 2011).  In order to 

achieve this goal, the organization recruits, trains and places high-achieving individuals 

called corps members into the nation’s disadvantaged urban and rural schools.  TFA 

argued that by providing high quality teachers who are transformational leaders in the 

classroom, they can positively affect the outcomes of children growing up in poverty. 

 The inequity in our nation’s schools is inarguable.  There continues to be dramatic 

differences in the opportunities for children living in high and low socioeconomic areas.  

Linda Darling-Hammond (1999) argued that the “wealthiest 10% of school districts in the 

United States spend nearly 10 times more than the poorest 10% of school districts” (p. 

256).  The gap in funding extends to all aspects of the classroom but is particularly 

relevant for the classroom teachers.  To illustrate, a 2003 Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study, data from 46 countries showed that the United States 

had an opportunity gap in “students’ access to qualified teachers between students of high 

and low socioeconomic status” (Akiba, LeTendre, & Scribner, 2007).  Similarly, Mayer, 

Mullens and Moore (2000) found that high-poverty schools have 20% inexperienced 

teachers whereas low poverty schools have only 11% inexperienced teachers.   In Wendy 
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Kopp’s opinion, her organization helped to alleviate this opportunity gap between 

children living in low-socioeconomic areas and their middle and upper class peers.  

Research continues to support the educational inequity present in these spaces.  In 

fact, with a poverty rate that continues to climb with 90% of the increase concentrated in 

urban communities (Song, 2006), only 8% of children living in poverty will graduate 

from college by age 24 (Teach for America, 2013).  Sadly, children living in low-income 

communities are two years behind their peers in more affluent communities in reading 

skills by fourth grade (Kopp, 2011).  More specifically, nationally, students ranked at or 

above the proficient levels in reading were 30% compared to only 20% in urban schools 

(Belfiore, Auld, & Lee, 2005).  In addition, by age 17, the average African American 

student “is performing at around the 20th percentile of the white distribution” (Hanushek 

& Rivkin, 2009, p. 386).  In particular, African Americans are less likely to graduate high 

school and go to college while the incarceration of black youth continues to far exceed 

their white contemporaries (Hanushek & Rivkin, 2009). Research on this topic continues 

to support the idea that these differences begin at an early age and are sometimes 

compounded by unequal schooling. These statistics represent an enormous societal 

problem as these results negatively affect our economy and potentially costs the United 

States billions of dollars  

The following review strives to analyze the relevant literature surrounding Teach 

for America’s mission of providing quality teachers to underperforming schools.  More 

specifically, this narrative considered the effects of poverty and effective teaching on 

children’s outcomes as well as the variability of teacher pathways into the classroom 

through alternative teacher education programs focusing on the research surrounding 
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Teach for America.  Finally, the review strived to consider the relationship between 

teacher preparedness self-efficacy during and after the first year in the classroom. 

Poverty 

 There is an over-arching consensus among scholars that children living in high-

poverty areas and attending high-poverty schools having lower academic outcomes than 

their peers from more affluent schools (Harding, 2003; Flores, 2007; Lauen & Gaddis, 

2013; South, Baumer & Lutz, 2003;).   The results of Harding’s (2003) longitudinal study 

that utilized U.S. Census data over the course of twenty years reinforced the work of 

other theorists by concluding that adolescents growing up in areas defined as high-

poverty are more likely to drop out of school and have a teenage pregnancy as compared 

to youth living in non-poverty areas.   

 To further illustrate the socioeconomic differences in academic performance, 

Flores (2007) analyzed mathematical scores and found only 13% of students from poor 

families are at the proficient or advanced levels compared to 38% of students from non-

poor families.  More importantly, his study concluded that the most important 

contributing factor to the changes in these statistics are teachers working with these 

students.   

In addition to these risk factors, South Baumer and Lutz (2003) found that not 

only were both math and reading scores of children in low-socioeconomic schools 

negatively associated with high-poverty classrooms, but they also saw that “the strength 

of this association became quite large as students increase in grade level” (p. 972).  In 

their rural and urban North Carolina study, they analyzed multiple-year standardized test 

scores from a large cohort of students in grades three through eight receiving free and 
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reduced lunch and found that these students’ scores continued to decline over a three-year 

time from 2003-2006.  The importance of this study was that the researchers employed a 

large cohort of low SES subjects living in both rural and urban areas to analyze the 

impact of their socioeconomic situation on their classroom performance.  While this 

study focused in just one state and one cohort of students, the implications for a national 

issue are evident in the outcome and call for important considerations in national policies 

to alleviate these negative results. 

The Effects of the Socioeconomic Achievement Gap in the Classroom 

In an effort to provide the most precise outcomes and results of the 

socioeconomic achievement gap, several scholars utilized quantitative methodologies to 

not only conclude that the gap continues to pervade the classroom, but to also identify the 

importance of quality teaching in the outcome. More specifically, Murnane, Willett, Bub, 

McCarney, Hanushek, and Maynard (2006) took data from the kindergarten cohort of the 

Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (ECLS-K) which was a national representative 

sample of 1,000 children entering kindergarten in 1998 and compared that data to 

longitudinal data from the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 

(NICHD).  At the age of 54 months and at the end of first and third grades, children in the 

NICHD data set were administered the Woodcock-Johnson Psycho-Educational Battery.  

This test assesses a varied group of cognitive skills such as reading, mathematics, written 

language and general knowledge.   Employing multiple regression models, they 

concluded that black and white gaps present in kindergarten became even more 

pronounced in third grade.  Even though their extensive sample provided some insight 

into the early years of schools, there were some deficiencies in their study.  For example, 



25 

they eluded to several possible reasons behind these differences such as familial 

situations, class size, and teacher quality, but did not focus on testing any one of these 

mitigating factors.  Further, while the authors noted that “our evidence based on the 

NICHD data set is that the amount of time teachers devote to mathematics instruction 

influences how much mathematics children learn.  This suggested the importance of 

focusing school policy on strategies to improve quantity (and quality) of instruction 

children receive in school” (p.126), they did not include this as an area possible future 

research.  However, interestingly, their findings presume a value-added measure for 

teacher quality related to the achievement gap in under-performing schools thus opening 

the door for research focusing specifically on the effects of teacher quality. 

In a similar way, Hanushek and Rikin (2009) addressed the compounded effects 

of this gap in the early years and stressed the importance of the teacher in the resolution.  

Using UTD Texas Schools Project (TSP) data, the researchers accumulated the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills data from four cohorts for grades three through eight.  

Based on their analysis, they posited that the achievement gap across grades is larger for 

blacks who had higher initial achievement especially when they were in primarily 

African American schools.  The researchers concluded that there is a strong correlation 

between the achievement gap and school racial composition.  As with the Murnane et al. 

(2006) study cited above, researchers found that there were varied possible reasons 

behind these differences.  For instance, they cited class size, peer influences and familial 

income yet without having tested their hypothesis, they spent the majority of their 

findings section discussing the necessity of policies that focus more on the effects of 

teachers in these particular classrooms.  They argued that “the main results of this study 
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suggest that the existing distribution of new teachers and segregation inhibit black student 

progress, particularly high achievers in grade 3” (p. 388).   

 Noguera’s (2008) case study analysis of two school districts’ efforts to close the 

gap deviated from the previous quantitative studies by attempting to employ a more 

qualitative approach yet similarly concluded that teachers make an impact on the 

achievement gap.  In his analysis, Noguera investigated two districts with similar 

socioeconomic and racial demographics.   Even though the narrative did not give a 

detailed methodological section, the author’s findings eluded to thoroughly interviewing 

the administrators, teachers and students in the district in order to gain a detailed 

understanding of the mechanisms in place within each space.  In his analysis, Noguera 

found that the district with higher measures of success such as graduation rates and 

college attendance maintained more mentoring programs for students, increased 

opportunities for family participation, and increased leadership from school officials.  

More specifically, he found that these mentoring programs relied on an increased use of 

use of teacher and student relationships thus identifying teachers as a valuable asset to 

student success.   As a result of this research, the possibility exists for specific research 

into teacher/student relationships that potentially positively affect student achievement. 

 The overall goals of the aforementioned studies were not specifically designed to 

look at the teacher’s role in the socioeconomic achievement gap yet each of them noted 

the relevant role of teachers in their findings. The following section first discusses the 

federal government’s attempt to encourage better quality teachers through laws enacted.  

In addition, the section highlights the role of teachers in this gap and considers the 

contributing factors to teachers’ success with underachieving classrooms. 
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No Child Left Behind Act. In a direct response to the lag in our educational 

system both domestically and internationally, the government enacted the No Child Left 

Behind Act (Government, 2002).  Lawmakers aspired to target specific populations of 

students noted for lagging behind their peers.  In particular, English-language learners, 

special education students and poor and minority students were the target populations 

(Klein, 2002).  In this way, the federal government could positively affect the 

achievement gap. NCLB garnered more federal control of school districts by connected 

the outcomes of standardized test scores to federal funds.  

By including specific parameters regarding minimum teacher qualifications, 

NCLB stressed the belief in the importance of qualified teachers and their impact on the 

positive effects of classrooms outcomes. The act specifically required teacher 

qualification standards that demanded that all teachers to hold a bachelor’s degree, have a 

teaching license and show competence in subject knowledge and teaching skills.   

The Role of Teachers in the Classroom 

NCLB may be the first document to outline the specifics of teacher qualifications 

but it was not the first incarnation that stressed the importance of teachers in the 

classroom. The 1966 Coleman Report analyzed the significance of teacher background 

characteristics, including years of experience, education level and performance testing 

and concluded that “teacher characteristics had a large effect on student achievement” 

(Parady, 2008, p. 113).  Yet, in the nation’s poorest classrooms, there are distinct 

differences in teacher quality.  Research continues to reinforce these findings.  For 

instance, The Education Trust funded research conducted by Peske and Haycock (2006) 

to aid in the identification of teacher distributions and patterns in low-socioeconomic 
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classrooms.  Using data from high poverty cities including Cleveland, Chicago and 

Milwaukee, they found that children in disadvantaged schools are assigned a novice 

teacher almost twice as often as children living in low poverty areas.  In addition, they 

found that children living in high poverty areas have teachers without subject-area 

specializations or out-of-field teachers.  More specifically, they found that almost 70% of 

low-socioeconomic middle school math students are taught by teachers without even a 

minor in math.   These findings reinforce the conclusion that children living in 

disadvantaged communities are more likely to have teachers with less experience.   

Teacher Effectiveness and Quality. Very few Americans would argue with the 

basic assumption that effective teachers positively affect student achievement.  However, 

there is a greater debate about the specific variables that create effective teachers.  

Researchers focused on a variety of teacher variables that influence effectiveness.  For 

instance, some researchers (Aarsonson, Barrow & Sander, 2007; Darling-Hammond & 

Berry, 1999; Darling-Hammond, Berry & Thoreson, 2001; Ferguson, 1991; Rowan et al., 

2002; Wayne & Youngs, 2003) focused on the specific background of teachers 

themselves such as educational attainment, achievement and intelligence test scores, 

experience and credentials.  Yet, Palardy (2008) purported that while these are all 

relevant variables, there is little empirical evidence to the exact composition of these 

particular variables and effectiveness.  

 In a quantitative study conducted by Akiba, LeTendre and Scribner (2007), the 

researchers tried to define these characteristics more explicitly.  Their cross-national 

study focused on more measurable characteristics such as certification, mathematics 

major, mathematical education major, and teaching experience.  These researchers found 
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that internationally the United States had one of the largest opportunity gaps for children 

in low socioeconomic districts.  Further, they hypothesized that children in these districts 

have the largest potential for having an unqualified teacher who does not have a degree in 

math or math education.  They argued that underperforming districts need to attract more 

highly-qualified teaching candidates with specialized degrees in math and math 

education. 

Ferguson (1991) found similar results that correlated the importance of a teacher’s 

background with their effectiveness.  In his study, he defined teacher expertise through 

their scores on licensing examinations, the proportion of teachers with subject-matter 

master’s degrees and year’s experience and analyzed 900 Texas school districts to 

conclude that those factors accounted for 40% of the measured variance in students’ 

reading and mathematical test scores.   

Palardy (2008) tested these ideas regarding highly-qualified teachers.  He 

furthered this conversation by utilizing data from the Early Childhood Longitudinal 

Study to quantify the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act’s “highly qualified” 

provision on student achievement.  This provision tries to ensure that each classroom as 

an effectively trained teacher that can improve student performance and achievement.   

While this study found that effective teachers do make a significant difference in student 

mathematical gains, there was no evidence to suggest that “highly qualified” teachers or 

teachers with any advanced degrees positively affect student achievement.  In fact, the 

researchers found that student achievement was positively associated with additional 

professional development during the school year.  The most important implication of this 

study is that the researchers found that increasing the qualifications needed prior to 
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entrance into the classroom is not as important as providing adequate training and 

professional development once the teacher enters the classroom. 

Researchers Konstantopoulos and Sun, 2012; Konstantopoulos, 2007; Taylor, 

Pearson, Peterson and Rodriguez, 2003 postulated the importance of teacher effectiveness 

for children living in poverty. More specifically, Konstantopoulos and Sun (2012) found 

that teachers’ positive effect extends beyond the current academic year into subsequent 

years as well.  Utilizing data from Tennessee’s Project STAR (Student Teacher 

Achievement Ratio), they correlated test scores from one year to the next.  Overall, the 

results indicated that teacher effects in one grade lead to higher achievement in the 

following year.  They found that these results were particularly pronounced in reading 

and “reached three-fourths of a standard deviation in some grades” (p. 334).  Further, the 

results were particularly pronounced for lower-performing students.  The researchers 

correlated these results by analyzing minority and SES status to the test scores.  These 

implications are especially relevant for policies related to teacher quality in under-

performing schools.  As research indicated, high quality teachers are one important lever 

to influence and affect student performance in the classroom not only for the school year 

in which the student has the high-quality teacher but also for the years following the 

positive teacher experience as well.    

 In a four-year quantitative study measuring teaching effects and student 

achievement, Nye, Konstantopoulos and Hedges (2004) found that there were significant 

mathematical gains particularly when partnered with an effective teacher.  More 

interestingly, they highlighted the relative significance of these gains in low 

socioeconomic status schools as compared to schools with high socioeconomic status.  
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While they could not definitively determine the characteristics of effective teachers, they 

found that the extent and quality of teacher education mattered less than teacher 

professional development.   

 To further support these mathematical gains, Aaronson, Barrow and Sander 

(2007), reported a “one standard deviation increases in quality leads to between one-tenth 

and one-fifth of a standard deviation increase in math scores” (p. 97).  They compared 

student test scores with the administrative records of 6,890 teachers in the Chicago area 

and found that higher quality teachers positively affect student test results.   

While the results of the aforementioned studies were telling in that teachers do 

make a difference in children’s achievement, they did not particularly isolate the effects 

of how teachers positively affect children living in high poverty schools.  

The Teachers’ Role in Positively Affecting Children in Living in Poverty.  

Many researchers have focused primarily on the relationship between teachers 

and the socioeconomic achievement gap as well as the possibility for teacher quality to 

positively affect overall school improvement.  According to Groninger, Buese and Larson 

(2012) and Guo, Connor, Yang, Roehrig, and Morrison (2012), teachers are one of the 

most important variables in student achievement and can be paramount in trying to close 

the socioeconomic achievement gap.  In fact, Groninger et al. (2012) found that “students 

in majority-poverty classes are more dependent on their teachers to mediate the 

curriculum and provide multiple representations of mathematics, whereas students in 

moderate-poverty classes are better able to access mathematic knowledge through 

textbooks, standard worksheets, and more complex lesson content” (p. 2). Other 

researchers, Dee (2004); Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011); Guo, Connor, Yang, Roehrig, 

and Morrison (2012); Hill, Rowan and Ball (2005); Song (2006); Konstantopoulos and 
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Sun (2012), concur with their opinion and chose to concentrate their research on teachers’ 

role, race and knowledge on the achievement gap.   

Teachers’ race and student achievement. Both Dee (2004) and Eddy and 

Easton-Brooks (2011) studied teachers’ race and the influence on the achievement gap 

and found that students performed better with a same-race teacher.  In response to 

literature stating that minorities “have historically been underrepresented among teachers 

and with the expected relative growth of minority enrollments” (Dee, 2004, p. 196), he 

identified the lack of minorities in underperforming schools as a problem and chose to 

utilize test score data from Tennessee’s Project STAR class experiment.  The study 

attempted to analyze the effects of same-race teachers on minority students’ test 

performances.  Interestingly, he found that a minority student assigned to a teacher of the 

same minority status performed better on standardized tests.  However, as Dee noted in 

his limitations section of the narrative, his study did not identify the specific mechanisms 

by which same-race teachers positively affect student achievement.   

 In a similar way, Eddy and Easton-Brooks (2011) studied student-teacher ethnic 

matching and the mathematical achievement gap.  The researchers utilized a population 

sample of 1,200 from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study from kindergarten through 

fifth grade and followed one cohort through those grades.  They chose to study 

mathematical achievement because teachers have a greater impact on math achievement 

than on reading skills (p. 1281).  Using quantitative analysis, the authors found that 

African American mathematical achievement increased with a same-race teacher.  

Relevant to these findings is the fact that fewer African American teachers are present in 

the overall teacher population.  In fact, there are only 8.4% African American teachers 
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compared to an overall number of 17.4% of black students.  To complicate the matter 

further, the ratio becomes even greater in urban schools with the percentages widening 

significantly.  Thus, as this study indicated, teachers are one of the important mechanisms 

for student achievement.   

Teachers’ content knowledge and student achievement. Comparably, Hill, 

Rowan, and Ball (2005) considered mathematical student achievement through the 

effects of teachers’ mathematical knowledge.  Through a large mixed-methods analysis 

of 115 schools’ first and third graders’ mathematical achievement on tests over the course 

of an academic school year compared to the individual teachers’ mathematical training, 

log reports and questionnaires, the researchers found that a teacher’s mathematical 

knowledge positively predicted gains in mathematics.    As they concluded, their research 

had particularly relevant policy implications as they raised questions about teacher 

recruitment and how important high quality and subject-matter trained teachers are in the 

classroom.     

 Moving away from mathematical student achievement, Guo, Connor, Yang, 

Roehrig, and Morrison (2012) focused on the deviations in student literacy rates in 

relation to teacher self-efficacy.  Utilizing data from The National Institute of Child 

Health and Human Development study of Early Child Care and Youth Development as 

well as teacher surveys, the authors studied fifth grade testing results and found that 

teachers with higher self-efficacy rates tended to have students with higher literacy 

achievement rates.  They identified several aspects of classroom practices such as time on 

academic activities, teacher sensitivity and over-control, teacher detachment, positive 

classroom climate, productive use of instructional time and teacher evaluative feedback 
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that positively affect student achievement.  These findings surrounding teacher self-

efficacy and their beliefs in the students’ ability to succeed are particularly relevant as 

they and other researchers seem to indicate that urban teachers have treated students with 

lower expectations and stereotypical information (Song, 2006) and suggest that there 

should be more research into the ways in which teachers are trained specifically for urban 

classrooms. 

Teacher self-efficacy and student achievement. Teacher self-efficacy is the 

level of preparedness that a teacher has for their classroom experience.  In other words, 

self-efficacy can represent teacher self-confidence (Onafowora, 2004) as well as the 

belief that teachers has regarding whether or not they can positively affect student 

outcomes (Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011).  This belief extends to how well children 

learn and even those children who teachers perceive to be difficult to teach or 

unmotivated (Guskey & Passaro, 1994).  All of these definitions of teacher self-efficacy 

evolved from Bandura’s (1977) research on an individual’s self-efficacy.  He explained 

that self-efficacy “is the conviction that one can successfully execute the behavior 

required to produce outcomes” (p. 193).  Further, he argued that self-efficacy influences 

people’s expectations of success and in turn positively or negatively affects the outcomes.  

Bandura (1997) asserted that various studies have found that teacher efficacy is an 

important variable in considering the relevant success of a teacher.  

Several studies looked at teacher self-efficacy from a non-specific time in a 

teacher’s career. Belfiore, Auld and Lee (2005) looked at teacher self-efficacy with 

students living in poverty. In their study, they found that teachers employing self-efficacy 

and sound pedagogy in two literacy pilot programs had better results on the Woodcock 
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Reading Mastery Test.  Using a sample of urban, low-performing students, the 

researchers concluded that the group with teachers using teacher-directed, hands-on 

instruction, active participation and increased time on academic skills scored significantly 

higher on the test.  As a result, these findings indicate that there is a correlation between 

teacher quality, high self-efficacy and performance of lower-achieving students.   

 In order to correlate the concept of teacher self-efficacy with positive student 

achievement, Song (2006), conducted a survey study of 54 pre-service and in-service 

teachers’ beliefs on teaching, learning and students in general in the Midwest of the 

United States. Perhaps, more importantly, they concluded that “these participating urban 

pre-service and in-service teachers were not well prepared to teach diverse urban 

students” (p. 494) and in turn indicating that they had lower expectations of those 

particular children.  Their research indicated that there may be significant value in 

understanding the varied expectations surrounding urban students and the specific 

implications for pre-service and new teachers in these environments.  In particular, 

research focusing on training programs that inculcate these teachers into lower 

socioeconomic classrooms would illuminate how they develop their knowledge of the 

academic levels of these students. 

Relevant to this study, several researchers (Chester & Beaudin, 1996; 2009; 

Eckert, 2013; Faez & Valeo, 2012; Onafowora, 2006; Roofe & Miller, 2013; Tschannon-

Moran & Johnson, 2011; Yost, 2006;) conducted self-efficacy studies specific to pre-

service and novice teachers.  In a large qualitative survey study Tschannen-Moran & 

Johnson (2011) supported one of Bandura’s assertions that self-efficacy is established 

early in learning.  They found that teachers that begin their careers with high self-efficacy 
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have continued strong self-efficacy later in their careers.  Further, their analysis found 

that novice teachers’ self-efficacy was influenced by contextual factors such as teaching 

training, leadership, teaching resources, and collegial support. 

 More specifically, several researchers focused on novice teachers working with 

minority students and/or working in low-socioeconomic classrooms.  In a small 

quantitative study of first year teachers, Onafowora (2006) found that novice teachers 

were less than confident in their experiences and classroom management but 

acknowledged that collegial support helped increases their self-efficacy. 

 Similarly, Chester & Beaudin (1996) considered newly hired teachers in an urban 

school district and found that contextual results affect that decline or increase of self-

efficacy over the course of one school year.  More specifically, they found a correlation 

between age and prior experience as well as collaboration with peers and positive 

supervisor interactions as a determining factor in self-efficacy. 

 Faez & Valeo (2012) found similar results and incorporated a mixed-methods 

component to their study that allowed the researchers to analyze their results more 

closely.  In particular, the quantitative portion of their study found that most novices felt 

moderately prepared but that again there were contextual issues related to the increase or 

decrease in self-efficacy.  The follow-up qualitative interviews conducted with 

participants allowed the researchers to conclude that positive pre-service practicum 

experiences were the most significant in increasing self-efficacy. 

 Eckert (2013) expanded this concept of self-efficacy in another mixed-methods 

component by considering self-efficacy in high poverty/high minority schools and its 

effect on retention.  Again, important in this study was the contextual exploration of 
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poverty and self-efficacy.  She found that teacher preparation programs that discussed 

poverty and the effects in the classroom potentially increased teacher’s self-efficacy in 

the classroom and in turn lessened teacher attrition. 

 In a qualitative study analyzing novice teacher self-efficacy and confidence in 

their teacher education programs, Yost (2006) again supported the role of positive student 

teaching experiences that provide self-reflection as resilience dilemmas in the field.  In 

fact, she noted that these factors were more important than positive school climate. 

Novice teacher preparedness for the classroom. The aforementioned studies 

noted that teacher self-efficacy affects student achievement and found that one of the 

biggest influences on the level of teacher self-efficacy are pre-service teacher education 

programs (Yost, 2006).   In other words, the level of preparedness and self-efficacy that a 

teacher feels upon entering the classroom can be directly correlated to the training 

experiences that the teacher received prior to entering the profession. 

 However, these studies did not delineate the meaning of a well-prepared teacher.  

In fact, this term leaves a fair amount of ambiguity in the meaning of preparedness for the 

classroom experience.  In Lortie’s (1975) analysis of Five Towns teachers, he argued that 

pre-service training was only a small part of the preparation that a teacher had for the 

classroom.  He termed the ‘apprentice of observation’ as the most influential aspect of the 

novice teacher’s preparedness for the classroom.  This term reflects the novice teacher’s 

own classroom experiences as a student in his/her K-12th grade classrooms and the 

tendency for novice teachers to utilize aspects of their own teachers’ observations in their 

classroom philosophies, pedagogy, and approach to student/teacher interactions. 



38 

 While these personal observations may affect a teacher’s approach to his/her own 

classroom, Ball & Cohen (1999) argued that teachers must move beyond their own 

personal experiences and develop an understanding of the educational field or as 

Grossman et al. (2009) described ‘pedagogy of practice’.  They argued that there are 

certain concepts that teachers need to know to positively affect student’s learning.  They 

postulated that teachers need to understand pedagogical ideas, reasoning in particular 

fields of learning, as well as understand children and individual learning styles.  In their 

opinion these concepts needed to be taught ‘in practice’ in what they term the ‘pedagogy 

of investigation’.  In their opinion, this type of pre-service methodology served to 

“emphasize questions, investigations, analysis, and criticism (p. 13) and develop a shared 

vocabulary about the field.  In a field that lacked a common vocabulary, this idea of 

developing an educational ‘discourse of practice’ necessary to better prepare novice 

teachers.  They detailed the in-practice work to include such items as students’ work, 

videotapes of classroom lessons, curriculum materials, teachers’ journals, observations of 

both teachers and students, examples of students’ work, and classroom case studies.  All 

of these concepts extend the idea that a novice teacher must actively participate in this 

‘pedagogy of investigation’.  Inherently, this journey must begin during training whereby 

the pre-service teacher explores these tangible aspects of the profession and develops a 

definitive discourse of the profession. 

 Building on these ideas that there needs to be a systemic structure for preparing 

teachers for the classroom, Grossman et al. (2009) strived to develop a framework of 

practice and a common language that would help novice teachers become inculcated into 

the field.  In their study, they explored a comparative approach to practice by examining 



39 

how clergy, teachers and clinical psychologists are prepared for the field.  They stressed 

the importance of the preparation of practice needing a common language and 

hypothesized that ‘representation, decomposition and approximation of practice’ are all 

necessary for success.  A representation of practice illustrates an example of practice such 

as watching a teacher do a lesson. In decomposition of practice, novice teachers would 

consider specific pieces of their practice such as elements of lesson planning.  The 

approximation of practice would enable novice teachers to engage in the actual process 

by empowering them to conduct the lesson on their own.  Further, they concluded that in 

order for the approximation of practice to be most valuable, the novice teacher should 

fully participate in real-time with a completely integrated form of the practice.  In this 

case, the teacher would write the lesson plan and conduct the lesson plan in front of a 

group of children.  

 Lampert et al. (2013) extended these ideas of preparing novice teachers for the 

classroom by postulating that teacher educators and novice teachers repeatedly engage in 

a cycle of enactment and investigation for novice teachers that included observation, 

collective analysis, preparation, rehearsal, classroom enactment, and collective analysis. 

They specifically analyzed the ‘rehearsal’ aspect as the cycle by conducting a quantitative 

and qualitative study of 90 novice teacher videos in a three teacher education programs 

whereby they analyzed the experiences and interactions of novice teachers in a 

mathematics instructional learning setting.  They concluded that rehearsal was an 

important way for novices to learn adaptive skills that hone their own knowledge about 

the classroom, receive feedback, retry pedagogical strategies, and rehearse teaching in 

practice. 



40 

 Thus, the concept of a teacher’s preparedness for the classroom can be framed 

around the specificity of training by considering the models of preparation presented 

above.  For the purposes of this study, TFA Summer Institute represented the training for 

corps members, so, in turn, a consideration of their own perceptions of their training 

around the framework of practice that would include representation, decomposition and 

approximation of practice would highlight the level of preparedness and in turn self-

efficacy for their classrooms.  There have been few studies that tied self-efficacy and 

teacher preparedness specifically around the aforementioned framework of practice, so 

this study that frames self-efficacy and preparedness tied directly to TFA Summer 

Institute will illuminate the ways in which teachers felt specifically prepared. 

Conclusion. The one common variable evident in each of the aforementioned 

studies was the teacher’s role in the socioeconomic achievement gap.  According to these 

theorists, the teacher has a direct influence on student learning and can be one especially 

important variable for policymakers and educational administrators to consider in 

potential school reform.  Further, there were high correlations between high quality 

teachers in lower-performing schools and the positive effects on current and future 

academic experiences.    Moreover, the studies highlighting teacher self-efficacy and 

noted that a self-confident teacher with a strong pre-service experience had the most 

positive effects in the classroom.  Further, the review considered specifics ways in which 

a novice teacher should be trained in order to be better prepared for the classroom.  

However, knowing that teacher quality, positive teacher self-efficacy, and preparedness 

for the classroom increases a child’s likelihood for success in the classroom is a small 

piece of a larger puzzle.  As the following narrative highlights, there are certain variables 
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that change the likelihood for quality teachers to be permanent fixtures in urban 

classrooms. 

The Teacher Shortage 

Understanding the importance of the teacher’s role in helping to forestall the 

socioeconomic achievement gap, administrators and policymakers need to prioritize 

finding quality teachers to fill classrooms especially in low-socioeconomic areas.  

However, that is not an easy task especially with 7.7% of teachers leaving the profession 

each year (U.S. Department of Education, 2014), 30% of new teachers leaving the 

profession in their first five years and nine percent of first year teachers leaving the 

classroom before the end of the first year (Baratz-Snowden, 1999).  Murnane and Levy 

(1996) further complicated the issue by finding that the teachers leaving the profession 

are the most academically gifted individuals (Baratz-Snowden, 1999).  According to 

Murnane and Steele (2007), there is a teaching shortage facing the profession.  From their 

perspective, they argued that the deficiency lies in rising enrollments, falling class sizes, 

the 2002 NCLB mandating highly qualified teachers in all public-school core courses 

(Ludlow, 2011) and more retirements versus fewer new teachers entering the profession.  

Not only does education face the mentioned challenges, but they also face the more 

prevalent problem of the “unequal distribution of high-quality teachers” (p. 15).  More 

specifically, children living in poverty are more likely to be assigned an under-qualified 

teacher who has a low academic record.  Further, these urban and rural under-achieving 

schools have higher teacher attrition.   

The increasing issues with teacher attrition not only affect the children and 

schools by creating constant hiring needs and professional development for new teachers, 
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but also are a national problem as the cost adversely affects all American taxpayers.  

According to Milanowski and Odden (2007) taxpayers pay at least four billion dollars 

each year to replace teachers.  They estimated a turnover cost of $9,061 and $23,088 per 

teacher per year (Feng, 2009). 

Teacher sorting. Not only is there high attrition and unequal distribution of 

teachers, there is a high degree of teacher sorting across urban and suburban schools with 

low-socioeconomic schools having the least qualified teachers in terms of certification, 

exam performance and inexperience.  In a 1995 Schools and Staffing Surveys Teacher 

Follow-up Survey found that “attrition rates were higher in high-poverty than low-

poverty schools, and those who left high-poverty schools were more than twice as likely 

as those in low-poverty schools to report leaving because of dissatisfaction with 

teaching” (Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005, p. 47).  To further illustrate this 

point, a 2000 study of New York City Schools, non-white students were 40% more likely 

to have an uncertified teacher or a teacher without any experience in the classroom.  

Further, students of first-year teachers learn less than students of more experienced 

teachers (Boyd D. , Lankford, Loeb, Ronfeldt, & Wyckoff, 2011).  In their study, the 

authors attempted to analyze this problem by considering New York City Public Schools 

from 2000-2005 and the characteristics of teachers across varying schools based on 

poverty status.  The characteristics considered were teacher experience, teacher 

demographics, undergraduate degree, certification, SAT scores, test performance, 

pathway, and college recommendations.  In addition, they scrutinized New York State 

Education Department databases on state standardized tests in order to correlate the 

effects of teacher qualifications and student achievement.  The researchers found that the 
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gap between qualifications of New York City teachers in high-poverty schools and low-

poverty schools (Jackson, 2009) narrowed between 2000 and 2005.  They attributed these 

results to the changing policy of hiring uncertified teachers as well as the increase in 

high-quality alternatively certified teachers from programs such as Teach for America.   

Two similar quantitative studies (DeLuca, Takano, Hinshaw & Raisch, 2009; 

Lankford, Loeb & Wyckoff, 2002) researched teacher sorting in urban districts and the 

fact that these communities have lower qualified teachers. Lankford et al. (2002) used an 

older database from 1985-1999 and analyzed attrition rates.  Again, they measured 

certain teacher qualifications such as the percentage of teachers without prior teaching 

experiences, the percentages of teachers with only a bachelor’s degree, the percentage of 

individuals not certified in their current assignments, the percentage of exam takers who 

failed the NTE General Knowledge Exam, and the percentage of individuals attending 

competitive, less competitive or least-competitive schools.  They found that “nonwhite, 

poor, and low performing students particularly those in urban areas attend schools with 

less qualified teachers” (p. 54).  In addition, their findings coincided with their initial 

hypothesis that “more qualified teachers seize opportunities to leave difficult working 

conditions and move to more appealing environments.  Teachers are more likely to leave 

poor, urban schools and those who leave are likely to have greater skills than those who 

stay” (p. 55).  From a policy perspective, their findings suggested that urban schools have 

greater challenges in recruiting and retaining teachers and need more efforts focused on 

these initiatives.   

While the studies were similar, Deluca, Takano, Hinshaw and Raisch (2009) 

looked outside of urban districts and considered the nine lowest socioeconomic districts 
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in Ohio.  They measured teacher quality with teacher salary and the percentage of 

disadvantaged students and their academic achievement.  They found that the most 

experienced teachers do not teach in the most disadvantaged schools.  Even though their 

effectively included rural students in their measurement, the fact that they used teacher 

salaries as a measure for teacher quality may be questionable as teachers’ salaries are not 

based on quality, but rather on years of experience. 

Rather than blaming the shortage of teachers on an increase in retirements, 

teacher sorting or deficiency in qualifications or training, Ingersoll (2002) attributes the 

problem to excessive demand.  He chose to analytically consider “teacher turnover and 

school staffing issues from an organizational perspective” (p. 19).  For his research, he 

utilized the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) conducted by the National Center for 

Education Statistics for the years 1996-1999.  He felt as though this would effectively 

provide the relevant data as this was a two-part survey conducted over two years to the 

same group of teachers.  He found that teachers often leave the profession for 

organizational issues that generally are not resolved from year to year.  Consequently, the 

teacher shortage continues even in light of recent initiatives to forestall the problem.  He 

questioned the increased number of policies and programs currently engrossed in teacher 

recruitment and in his policy implication section he recommended more attention be 

placed on organizational analysis and support.  

To further support these ideas and to purport that there was a link between teacher 

sorting and teacher quality, Jackson (2009) conducted a study in the Charlotte-

Mecklenburg district at the end of student busing.  This unique situation changed the 

demographics of the schools and allowed the researcher to analyze the altered student 
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body from primarily integrated schools to almost completely racially and 

socioeconomically segregated schools.  Jackson found that the “inflow of mostly black 

students as a result of the policy change had a decrease in the share of high-quality 

teachers, as measured by years of experience and certification test scores” (p. 216).  His 

research supported the fact that teachers were more likely to leave predominantly African 

American, low-socioeconomic schools and move to higher socioeconomic schools.  

These results illuminate the absence of high-quality teachers in disadvantaged schools 

and demand that there is more research on the differences in placing quality teachers in 

these classrooms. 

These ideas present an interesting way to analytically consider the issues 

surrounding teacher attrition particularly in low-socioeconomic communities.  In 

particular, these ideas suggest that there may be additional ideas or opportunities for 

recruitment and professional development that will enable urban schools to recruit and 

retain teachers.   

Alternative teacher education. As the findings suggested in the above-

mentioned studies, there are strong correlations between teacher quality and student 

achievement particularly in underperforming schools.  However, these schools often have 

the greatest struggle in finding and retaining teachers, especially high-quality teachers.  

Further, even when these schools hire teachers, they are still under-prepared to teach in 

these diverse communities.  As one way to alleviate this issue of under-preparation, the 

teacher shortage and to help minimize the achievement gap for low-socioeconomic 

students, there has been a growth of alternative teacher education programs in the last 

twenty years.  Traditionally, these programs refer to “programs (many state funded) that 
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train nontraditional teacher candidates through school-based programs with some 

collaboration with postsecondary institutions) and rely on partnering trainees with mentor 

teachers” (Cohen-Vogel & Smith, 2007, p. 733).  These programs enable uncertified 

teachers to take another path into the classroom.   Individuals entering these routes to 

certification come from many different places including non-education undergraduate 

majors and older career changers.  The rationale behind these alternative teacher 

education sources was that a new and potentially better-qualified source of teachers could 

be recruited.  Research found that teachers with alternative certification “are more likely 

to be minority and younger and more likely to teach in secondary schools than are those 

with standard certification” (Godhaber & Brewer, 2000, p. 132).   

In a study unpacking the core assumptions of alternative certification (AC) 

teacher education program, Cohen-Vogel and Smith (2007) explored whether AC 

programs attract experienced candidates from outside the field and top-quality, well-

trained teachers, whether AC programs disproportionally train candidates for hard-to-

staff schools, and whether AC alleviates out-of-field teaching.  In order to test these 

suppositions, the researchers focused on 9,605 new teachers hired in the 1999-2000 

school year and surveyed under the SASS.  They analyzed teacher certification type, 

teacher academic qualifications, teacher professional experience, level of preparedness to 

teach, hard-to-staff schools and out-of-field assignments.  With three assumptions, there 

were many levels of analysis, but the authors summarized results by stating that “our 

analysis of the SASS data did not support the claim that AC programs principally train 

experienced people from field outside education” and “do not find that AC recruits 

teachers with better academic qualification and training” nor do “AC programs attract a 



47 

disproportionate number of candidates to teach in urban, poor, minority or difficult-to-

staff schools” (p. 748).  Essentially, they panned AC programs as failing to better prepare 

teachers for the classroom and particularly criticized the lack of direct classroom 

experience in the short training programs prevalent among alternative training programs.  

This study suggested that a detailed analysis of the training programs would be essential 

in order to understand the preparation root for these individuals. 

Instead of testing the assumptions of alternatively certified programs, Humphrey, 

Wechsler and Hough (2008) chose to use a mixed-methods methodology to explore seven 

different programs in order to explain the characteristics of effective programs and the 

potential for candidate success.  They utilized a case study protocol with interviews and 

surveys along with observational data from participants in a classroom teaching setting.  

After many disclaimers, the researchers concluded that effective alternative certification 

programs “place candidates in schools with strong leadership, a collegial atmosphere, and 

adequate materials” (p. 2).  In addition, the selected candidates that succeed come from 

competitive colleges with strong academic performance.  These findings further suggest 

that there is a link between teacher quality and success in the classroom.   

In a similarly extensive research study that considered new classroom teachers, 

Boyd et al. (2009) looked at 31 traditional and alternative teacher preparation programs 

with the intention to measure their effectiveness for first year teacher preparedness.  They 

quantitatively analyzed survey results from 773 first year teachers in New York City 

Public Schools and considered student math and ELA scores as well.   They found that 

programs that provided more work and study of actual classroom practices yielded more 

effective first year teachers and higher student achievement scores.  Also, the results 
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indicated that teachers who had more actual classroom time working with children were 

more prepared for their novice experiences.  In the discussion section of their narrative, 

they suggested that their research was particularly relevant for the policy implication of 

traditional and alternative education programs.  Overall, their study suggested that 

teacher quality must be coupled with proper training in order for there to be any influence 

on student achievement and necessitated more research on the training component of 

these programs.   

Differences in alternative teachers’ and traditionally-certified teachers’ 

student outcomes. With the purpose of testing the relationship between certification and 

student outcomes, Goldhaber and Brewer (2000) specifically considered the differences 

between traditionally certified teachers and student test scores in mathematics.  Using a 

1998 sample, the researchers compared a national sample of 24,000 8th grade students’ 

standardized math and science test scores.  They found that students who had a subject-

specific traditionally certified teacher outperformed those students who had an 

alternatively-certified or non-subject specific teacher.  Their findings were especially 

significant in mathematics and indicate that more stringent requirements for licensure 

may potentially yield more positive effects in student achievement.   

In a rare qualitative analysis of alternative education programs, Schultz and 

Ravitch (2013) examined narrative writings from traditionally-certified teachers and 

teachers from alternative pathways.  More specifically, the researchers hoped to gain an 

in-depth understanding of how teachers construct professional identities and the 

possibility of variations of those identities between pathways.  Having framed their study 

under the concept of construction of professional identities and the important role of 
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narratives in learning to teach, the authors’ sample consisted of 15 first-year Philadelphia 

teachers and the authors.  The participants included four teachers from TFA and 11 from 

traditional university teaching programs.  This group called the Narrative Writing Group 

met twice per month for one academic year.  During their meetings, the participants 

wrote about their teaching experiences and subsequently shared their writings.  The 

researchers hoped to capture “the process of learning to teach from and with the teachers 

themselves” (p. 38).  Through a thematic organization that included the anecdotal 

musings of the participants, the narrative felt rich and descriptive.  They concluded that 

both traditionally-prepared and alternatively-prepared teachers developed professional 

identities through their membership in various communities including their schools, 

peers, friends, their University programs and TFA network.  This study placed the 

importance of outside variables on the strength and growth of teachers and the necessity 

of having strong programs in place that will support teachers both prior to entering the 

profession and during their careers and suggests that studying those training programs 

may be important for understanding new teachers. 

One study focused primarily on the training aspect of the alternative program.  In 

particular, Papay, West, Fullerton and Kane (2012) studied one alternative certification 

program.  More specifically, they analyzed the Boston Teacher Residency Program 

(BTR).  This program is a district-sponsored, alternative pathway to certification whereby 

teachers spend one year working alongside a mentor teacher.   In addition, a rigorous 

selection process mandates that there is a competitive pool of candidates that will 

complete a specific yet truncated coursework that leads to both certification and a 

master’s degree.  During their tenure, the participants receive tuition reimbursement and a 
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year-long stipend in exchange for a commitment to teach in the district for three to five 

years after the residency year.  The authors utilized administrative data to analyze the 

implications and results of the program in relation to teacher retention and diversity.  

They concluded that among the BTR participants there is less attrition and more 

diversity, but they did not find any significant differences in the achievement of students 

in the classroom.  However, they did note that student scores in math improve over time 

as the BTR participant gains more experience and are higher than veteran teachers after 

year four or five years of a BTR teacher’s tenure.  Despite the Boston School District and 

BTR’s obvious bias in financing the study, the results support the importance of 

recruiting to encourage teacher diversity and providing strong professional development 

during training and beyond in order to abate attrition.   

In addition to variations among alternative and traditional teachers’ backgrounds, 

Sokal, Smith and Mowat (2003) found that there are also differences in classroom 

practices among each group of teachers.  In a very short narrative that tangentially 

described a qualitative survey analysis of 83 individuals enrolled in the same alternate 

certification program, the researchers considered classroom management attitudes of the 

participants.  They found that attitudes changed during the program proceeding from a 

more interventionist attitude toward behavior management toward a less interventionist 

approach to behavior issues in the classroom.    Their research suggested that 

alternatively certified teachers have less definitive pedagogical ideas and use their first 

year to decide on their strategies.  In their discussion, the researchers suggested that AC 

programs need to spend more time training their participants and giving them additional 

classroom exposure during training.   
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In a unique approach to AC investigation, Chin and Young (2007) innovatively 

created an “ecological model” (p. 74) of individuals in a California internship program.  

They argued that previous studies only explored the straight-forward demographics of the 

people in AC.  In their research, 6,367 participants accessed an online survey thus 

providing the researcher with the necessary data to develop six typological profiles that 

illuminate the motivations behind entrance into such programs.  Nevertheless, they 

concluded that each one of the participants fell into one of the following six categories:  

compatible lifestylists (23%); working-class activists (18%); romantic idealists (17%); 

followers in the family tradition (16%); second-career seekers (14%); and career 

explorers (12%).   The authors argued that this information provided necessary policy by 

“focusing on clusters of variables that define persons rather than single demographic 

variables, we gain insight into why certain underrepresented groups may choose to enter 

teaching” (p. 82).  The particular relevance of this study is that they identified the 

motivations behind individual choices to enter AC that could potentially lead to relevant 

implications for recruitment and retention of teachers especially in urban locations.     

Overall, the research on alternative certification programs yielded mixed results 

with researchers claiming that these programs solve the problem of teacher attrition and 

retention in urban schools.  Most importantly, these studies almost unanimously called 

for the necessity of strong training for alternatively certified teachers.  As noted 

previously, these programs are diverse and the results of each program depend on the 

recruitment and training within the actual AC.  Consequently, the remainder of this 

review focuses on the research findings on one particular program alternative education 

program, Teach for America. 



52 

Teach for America 

In the spring of 1989, teachers were the subject of one educational reformer’s 

senior year thesis at Princeton University.  College student, Wendy Kopp, believed that 

finding high-quality teachers for underprivileged schools was the silver bullet that would 

lead to an egalitarian educational system that would eventually bridge the widening 

achievement gap.  Rather than relying on the nation’s collegiate education schools, she 

posited that non-education majors were an untapped and potentially formidable resource.  

Her idea caught the attention of several educational reformers and found funding through 

a number of philanthropists intrigued by the idea.  In 1991, she and her supporters 

founded Teach for America (TFA), an organization that actively recruits high-achieving 

college seniors and recent graduates from the top universities across the country.  The 

2003 Corps (the term used for each cohort) had SAT scores of 1,310 and a mean grade 

point average of 3.5 (Glazerman, Mayer, & Decker, 2006).  Not only does TFA look for 

high academic records, but they also consider strong leadership backgrounds regardless 

of their previous experience in the classroom.  After a rigorous five to eight week 

summer training program, these individuals commit to two years of teaching in poor 

urban and rural low-performing schools.  The intensive training period consists of 

pedagogical instruction and a brief stint of student teaching in a summer classroom.  The 

program literature stated that corps   members spend approximately 70 hours per week 

during the Summer Institute on training-related activities.  The organization believes that 

“providing a great education for all is the most effective means of ensuring equal 

opportunities for everyone. All kids in this country deserve the chance to reach their full 

potential. Educational opportunities should not be determined by your family’s income or 
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the neighborhood in which you live.” (Teach for America, 2013).   The number of recent 

college graduates trying to secure a TFA spot increased from 2,500 applicants for 500 

spots in 1992 to 17,000 applicants for 4,000 placements in 2010 (Xu, Hannaway, & 

Taylor, 2011).  In effect, the goals of the organization are the positive effects of bright, 

high-achieving teachers on poor children as a means to counteract the adverse academic 

effects of the achievement gap.  Even with more than twenty years behind Teach for 

America and significant growth in the program, there has not been a significant amount 

of empirical research regarding the success or failure of the program.   

In order to assess the “causes and solutions of the achievement gap as well as 

their own experience in the classroom” (p. 1), TFA (2005) qualitatively surveyed 2000 

corps teachers online and found that they believed that:  educators have the power to 

close achievement gaps, student expectations are both a tool and an obstacle to classroom 

success, funding is not the answer to educational inequity, and the public does not 

understand the broader issues and implications of the achievement gap.  Interestingly, 

these results align with the propaganda purported by the organization both online and 

during the TFA summer training institute. 
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 Academic success in TFA classrooms. Two empirical TFA-sponsored studies 

conducted by Decker, Mayer and Glazerman (2004) and Raymond, Fletcher, and Luque 

(2001) found that TFA did not have any negative effects on student outcomes and may 

actually show positive results in student achievement.  Financed by Mathematica Policy 

Research, Inc., Decker, Mayer and Glazerman (2004) considered the mathematics and 

reading sections of the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills.  Over one academic school year in 100 

classrooms across the country, they found that the students of TFA outscored a 

randomized control group of non-TFA teachers’ students by three percentile points on the 

math portion of the test.  The results of the reading portion of the test showed nearly 

identical scores.  Interestingly, in another TFA-sponsored study, CREDO analyzed the 

TAAS, a Texas standardized test for fourth and fifth graders in a low-income school 

district.  The researchers found that the students of TFA teachers and traditionally 

certified teachers performed relatively the same on the test results.    

In order to question the results and limitations of the CREDO survey, Darling-

Hammond, Hotzman, Gatlin and Heilig (2005) replicated the survey and found that TFA 

teachers were less effective than traditionally certified teachers.  In the opinion of the 

researchers, the CREDO study did not “examine whether TFA teachers were 

differentially effective when compared to traditionally prepared and certified teachers” 

(p. 4).  They contended that CREDO’s control group of traditionally certified teachers 

were extremely under-qualified and therefore not a random sample of that population.  In 

their expanded study, Darling-Hammond et al. (2005) analyzed third graders and older 

test scores from 1995-2002 at Houston Independent School District and expanded the 

analysis to consider teacher data such as number of years of teaching experience, highest 
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degree completed and certification information.  As a result, their findings concluded that 

TFA teachers are less effective than certified teachers and perform approximately equal 

to other uncertified teachers.   

In another study that questioned the impact of TFA teachers on student 

achievement, Kerr and Berliner (2002) quantitatively considered TFA’s impact on low-

achieving students’ academic achievement.  More specifically, they analyzed under-

certified TFA teachers in an Arizona school district and compared their students’ test 

scores to traditionally certified teachers who completed a teaching degree and a 

certification at a four-year university.  They found that the TFA students performed lower 

on the standardized tests than students with a traditionally certified teacher.  Essentially, 

the students of traditionally certified students outperformed the TFA students in both 

reading and math by approximately two months on a grade-equivalent scale.   

One non-TFA sponsored survey conducted by Xu, Hannaway and Taylor (2011) 

concurred with the positive effects of TFA teachers on student performance.  Rather than 

focus on elementary students as other studies had done, the researchers concentrated on 

the high school students and their exam results.  Utilizing the data found at the North 

Carolina Education Research Data Center at Duke University, the researchers analyzed 

the subject-specific end-of-course exams.  Despite the subsection entitled data, the 

authors neglected to provide the specific sample size in their narrative.  Overall, they 

concluded that the TFA teachers had a positive effect on high school student test scores 

relative to non-TFA teachers.  With regard to other TFA findings on student 

achievement, the variation in their results may be explained by their sample of secondary 

students.  More specifically, other researchers found that teachers with subject-specific 
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training typically have a greater impact on student test scores.  In this case, secondary 

TFA teachers hold a subject-specific undergraduate degree in the subject they teach.  So, 

in turn, these findings concur with previous studies on teacher quality and subject 

specificity.   

In a similar way, Glazerman, Mayer and Decker (2006) assessed the effects of 

Teach for America teachers on reading and math scores.  In their narrative, the 

researchers explicitly asked “do TFA teachers improve (or at least, not harm) student 

outcomes relative to what would have happened in their absence?” (p. 77).   With that 

intention, the researchers designed a comparative quantitative study whereby they 

analyzed the test score outcomes of TFA and non-TFA teachers in the same school and 

grade.  Their sample included 100 classrooms and 1,800 students in Baltimore, Chicago, 

Los Angeles, Houston, New Orleans and the Mississippi Delta.  The researchers found a 

statistically significant positive difference in math scores between TFA teachers’ students 

and their comparative control group.  They did not find any difference in reading scores 

among the two groups.   The results of this study are even more poignant as this 

particular sample was elementary students in grades one through five where a subject-

specific TFA teacher was irrelevant as these self-contained teachers must teach multiple 

subjects.   
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 TFA corps member attrition. While the previous studies focused solely on the 

impact of TFA on student achievement, there are multiple levels to TFA’s impact.  Since 

many of the corps members only stay for their required two years yet may have a 

significant impact on student success, Donaldson & Johnson (2010) quantitatively 

analyzed why new TFA teachers leave the profession.  As part of their commitment, TFA 

only requires a two-year commitment yet these high-quality individuals would be 

excellent members of the educational workplace.  In their study, the researchers 

conducted an online survey using a sample of 2,029 TFA individuals from the 2000, 

2001, and 2002 cohorts. They found that these individuals with more challenging school 

placement assignments during their first year were more likely to transfer or dropout of 

the program during their second year.  As defined by the authors, these demanding 

situations included multiple grade teaching assignments, more than one teaching subject 

and out-of-field classes.  Throughout the narrative, the authors attempted to correlate 

their study with research concerning the importance of teacher retention.  However, the 

use of a TFA cohort in the study seems futile, as the majority of these individuals do not 

plan to stay in the profession.  Perhaps a better measure of new teacher retention would 

be a cohort of non-TFA teachers.  However, despite these issues with methodology, the 

fact that TFA cohort members exit the profession for some of the same reasons that 

traditionally prepared teachers leave education are important to consider especially in 

urban settings as teacher retention and attrition are such important issues.   
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 TFA professional development. In an attempt to move away from more 

mainstream studies of student achievement, Carter, Amrein-Beardsley and Hansen (2011) 

attempted to assess the professional development of first year TFA teachers compared to 

traditionally certified first year teachers.  As a means for analysis, they chose the 

mandatory graduate classes that TFA teachers needed to complete.  They examined the 

Fall 2007 student evaluations and a follow-up survey questionnaire developed to 

investigate differences between TFA and traditional students.  The narrative provided 

little information about the means of analysis but concluded that TFA corps members 

were more critical of their instructors.  The authors posited that “traditional teacher 

preparation (Payne, 1996) (Kunjufu, 2002) programs do not necessarily work for TFA 

corps members serving as first-year teachers in hard-to-staff schools” (p. 888).  While the 

reader can infer the meaning of this statement to imply that TFA teachers need a variable 

method of preparation and are not prepared in the same way, the researchers do not 

extrapolate on the meaning of their statement.  Perhaps an expansion of their study that 

included follow-up interviews of the participants may have yielded more specific 

implications for the preparation policy in TFA training.   TFA classroom discourse. In 

another qualitative attempt to examine TFA and their teachers, Heineke and Cameron 

(2011) utilized a sample of eight Arizona alumni TFA teachers and their understanding of 

the discourse surrounding the state-mandated English-only language policy that requires 

all K-12th grade non-English speaking students to enroll in English Language 

Development (ELD) class for four hours each day.  Using a sociocultural theoretical 

perspective, the authors attempted to unpack the broader implications of educational 

policy and the achievement gap of ELL students.   
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 TFA Classroom Discourse. Based on their interviews with a very small sample 

of teachers, they concluded that TFA teachers actively criticized the policy and changed 

the initiative to meet their own students’ needs.  The researchers postulated that the 

teachers’ choices and discourse surrounding their unilateral alterations to policy reflected 

TFA’ training regarding “flaws in the educational system” (p. 484) of urban spaces and 

the need to proactively make changes.  Even though the study’s findings yielded some 

interesting qualitative results, the sample size did not meet the 18-25 participants 

recommended for a qualitative study (Creswell, 2007).  Despite these limitations, the 

findings of this research study suggested that the TFA training discourse of 

underprivileged children and the teacher’s role in their education impact TFA teachers in 

the classroom.  In other words, TFA teachers were more likely to rebel against state 

policy when that policy conflicted with TFA’s training on the needs of children and the 

achievement gap.  One way to expand this study is for a more comparative analysis 

between TFA’s discourse surrounding the underprivileged child and the state’s policy 

regarding that child and why these teachers felt compelled to change pedagogy to meet 

the needs of each child.  More specifically, research concentrated on the five-week 

summer TFA training program would elucidate the way in which the corps members are 

taught about their potential students.  
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 TFA corps members’ development of identity. In a 2018 qualitative study of 

TFA corps members, Thomas and Mockler interviewed 27 TFA corps members and 

concluded that the nature of the alternative route aspect of TFA training necessitated each 

member developing a certain identity.  This study found five sub-identities in their 

participants that included all-stars, outsiders, apprentices, CMs, and free agents. They 

posited that corps members that were placed in ‘like-minded’ schools that had similar 

philosophies to TFA training had the strongest sense of pedagogical identity. There 

argued that their research informed TFA and alternative-route policy-makers to help them 

find ways to strengthen new teachers sense of pedagogical identity. 
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 Corps members as teachers or volunteers. In a larger qualitative analysis of 

five cohorts of TFA teachers, Barbara Veltri (2008) analyzed the interviews and field 

notes of 300 TFA participants.  This study strived to analyze the issues surrounding 

Teach for America as a viable post-graduation choice for college students.  Veltri 

purported that TFA represented a service model of education rather than a teacher-

training model of education.  By simply presenting the participants with a five-week 

crash course in teaching, these individuals do not have the necessary experience or 

exposure to the teaching profession and are simply placed in struggling classrooms 

without the necessary support.  The author argued that this model altered the role of 

teacher to a more altruistic service career working with under-privileged students.  Not 

only did TFA represent an altruistic model, but the Corps   members were not ready for 

the diversity of cultural and community issues evident in these classrooms.  Finally, she 

found that 85% of the corps members had very different backgrounds and upbringings 

than their students and were unaware of the potential problems especially during their 

contracted two years.   Her findings seem to coincide with the idea that alternatively 

certified teachers are not prepared for their classrooms and the training programs of these 

models do not sufficiently provide the necessary classroom experience for these teachers.   
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Conclusion. With this fissure between children living in poverty and their middle 

and upper class counterparts, comes the unfortunate reality that the location of a child’s 

home plays a major role in that child’s academic and overall success.  The simple 

placement of that child in an underperforming urban or rural school significantly alters 

his or her chance for academic success, high school graduation and even incarceration.  

Despite the efforts of various policy initiatives such as Brown v. Board of Education, The 

Coleman Report and NCLB, the gap continues to persist today with many scholars 

arguing that the divide has widened rather than narrowed.   

 While there is much debate about the root of the problem as well as the overall 

solution, theorists agree that there are factors that affect a student’s academic success or 

failure.  Even with much dispute, one of the few points of agreement among scholars is 

the positive effect of quality teaching on students.  Unfortunately, because of high teacher 

attrition and low teacher retention as well as fewer high achieving teachers seeking urban 

placements, students from underachieving urban and rural schools are the least likely to 

receive the positive effects from these high quality teachers.   

The evolution of alternative teacher education programs provided one mechanism 

to compensate for these issues of filling otherwise challenging positions.  By providing a 

direct pipeline into urban schools, alternative program leaders hoped to circumvent the 

traditional pathway into these spaces that, in their opinion, were not educating teachers in 

the ways to successfully overcome the deficiencies in the academic gap of these children.  

While there were many examples of alternative teacher education programs, the one 

commonality was the specificity in training each group of individuals received that was 
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relevant to the variables present in urban communities and the children that they would 

encounter.    

Having founded one of the most well-known and successful alternative teacher 

education programs, Wendy Kopp hoped to bridge the achievement gap through 

providing high-quality teachers specially trained for low socioeconomic urban and rural 

placements.  In turn, these teachers and their success in the classroom would ignite both 

student achievement and ultimately school improvement.  These ambitious objectives 

found both individual and government funding and allowed Teach for America to 

flourish over the last twenty-five years.  Yet, despite the relative commercial presence of 

the organization, this review highlighted the minimal amount of independent empirical 

research that exists regarding the program.  With mixed results, the majority of research 

utilized quantitative methodologies focusing on the immediate results of teacher quality 

and student achievement and test scores thus highlighting a qualitative research gap 

focusing on the TFA corps member perspectives about their training and subsequent 

experiences in the classroom.  More specifically, this literature review highlighted the 

need to hear the voices of the TFA corps members’ perspectives on their training and 

whether or not they felt prepared for their classroom experiences.  Since this review 

highlighted the importance of teacher quality in underprivileged classrooms, investigating 

the teachers’ lived experiences will be invaluable in understanding the training 

experiences and how well they were prepared for the classroom.  An understanding of 

first year teachers’ development of their pedagogical teaching and the factors that 

influenced them will provide a greater understanding of the influence of TFA training on 

novice teachers.  Further, this review highlighted the importance of teachers’ self-
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efficacy and the correlation between positive self-efficacy and positive classroom 

experiences.  While self-efficacy and teacher preparedness were both relevant to positive 

experiences in the classroom, this analysis found an ambiguity in factors that made a 

teacher prepared for the classroom.  In turn, the incorporation of a self-efficacy analysis 

framed within the context of a teacher preparation framework is pertinent to a complete 

understanding of TFA corps members’ first-year experiences. 

Theoretical Perspective 

There is a strong link between student outcomes and teacher preparation student 

(Akiba, LeTendre & Scribner; 2007; Darling-Hammond, 2005; Eddy & Easton-Brooks, 

2011; Guo, Connor, Yang, Roehrig & Morrison, 2012; Groninger, Buese & Larson, 

2012; Dee, 2004; Hill, Rowan & Ball, 2005; Song; 2006; Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012; 

Lankford & Ingersoll, 2002; Loeb & Wykhoff, 2002; Murnane & Steele, 2007).  For that 

reason, this study’s analysis of teacher’s preparedness and self-efficacy in the classroom 

was linked to their experiences in the eight-week summer training institute.  This is 

especially true because 90% of TFA corps   members do not have an undergraduate 

teaching degree (Glazerman, Mayer, & Decker, 2006.)  This study considered the 

perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy that corps members felt upon completion of 

the Summer Institute.  More specifically, this research served to illuminate the possible 

perceptions of preparedness in specific areas such as managing diverse classrooms, 

maintaining cultural competency and readiness for classroom pedagogy as discussed by 

TFA.   

In this way, there are two levels that were considered.  First, this research utilized 

Bandura’s Social Learning theory (1977) and self-efficacy (1993) to theoretically ground 
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the teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy during the first year of 

teaching.  Second, since this study also analyzed how TFA corps perceived the 

mechanisms by which TFA trained them for classroom readiness Bourdieu’s (1977) 

concepts of social reproduction, “organization habitus” as proposed by Horvat and 

Antonio (1999) and “institutional habitus” (Roofe & Miller, 2013) served to reinforce the 

theoretical perspective of this study. 

 As a means to conceptualize the concept of teacher preparedness and self-

efficacy, Albert Bandura’s (1977) theory of Social Learning theory served as a 

foundation.  He postulated a view of individuals as agenic decision-makers that learn 

through observing others within the context of experiences and interactions.  His concept 

of self-efficacy, or an individual’s self-confidence, can be directly situated within Social 

Learning theory because “an individual’s belief in his/her capability in relation to 

assigned tasks is often influenced by past mastery experiences” (Roofe & Miller, 2013).  

Bandura (1997) expanded his theory of self-efficacy to include a specific set of inputs 

that can positively or negatively affect a person’s self-confidence.  He postulated that a 

past experience, modeling, coaching and emotional states all influence an individual’s 

perceptions of their self-efficacy (see figure 1 below). 
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Figure 1 Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Model (1977) 

Bandura (1993) specifically discussed teacher self-efficacy by arguing that 

teachers can affect learning environments through their personal self-efficacy in the 

classroom. To further strengthen the argument that self-efficacy can be utilized in 

teaching, Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk-Hoy (2001) postulated that teachers with 

higher self-efficacy and confidence believe that they can teach unmotivated and difficult 

children.  This concept is especially important in underperforming schools where teachers 

may encounter more children that do not meet the minimum standards and may need 

additional motivation (Tschannen-Moran & Woofolk Hoy, 2001).  In other words, 

teachers with greater self-efficacy have better results in underperforming classrooms.  

This is especially relevant for this study as all TFA classrooms are considered 

underprivileged.  Moreover, since TFA’s goal was to positively affect underperforming 

classrooms and close the achievement gap (TFA, 2013), TFA corps members with higher 

self-efficacy should potentially have a more positive affect on underperforming 
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classrooms.  

 Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) and Ludlow (20101) studied whether specific 

types of training programs change a teacher’s self-efficacy.  Darling-Hammond et al. 

examined 3,000 novice teachers in New York from both alternative and traditional 

education programs and found that teachers from traditional programs had higher self-

efficacy.  Conversely, Ludlow (2010) did not find that a specific pathway to teachers’ 

affected self-efficacy but rather saw the amount of training in specific pedagogical 

teaching strategies as most important.   

 The aforementioned studies are especially relevant for this study as the analysis of 

teacher preparedness and self-efficacy can be situated in the contextual experiences of the 

teacher’s training and professional development.  In this way, teacher self-efficacy must 

be grounded in Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective that discussed the ways in which 

training affects teachers’ specific classroom constructs such as managing diverse 

classrooms, maintaining cultural competency and developing pedagogical strategies. 

Pierre Bourdieu was a French sociologist who researched and developed theories 

involving the power relations in social life.  His theories served to elucidate the role of 

power in institutions and for the purposes of this review educational institutions 

specifically. His theory of social reproduction postulated that there is a cultural 

transmission from generation to generation and group to group.  These groups reproduce 

the existing social structure to preserve their advantages.  In particular, he denoted that 

schools served as a main mechanism of social reproduction with teachers acting as agents 

in this process (Bourdieu, 1984).  In this study, both TFA and the teachers acted as 

mechanisms of social reproduction.   
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TFA acted as a mode of social reproduction during Summer Institute with their 

novice corps members.  They reproduced the culture of education and pedagogy through 

the training seminar.  More specifically, the culture of education and pedagogy was 

transferred by the organization TFA to TFA corps members through a concept called 

‘habitus’ during TFA’s Summer Institute.  As defined by Bourdieu, habitus is the 

“transposable disposition which carries out a systemic, universal application—beyond the 

limits of what of what has been directly learnt—of the necessity inherent in the learning 

conditions” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 170).  In this study, habitus was presented in the training 

of teachers through “experiences marked by present speech, actions, dispositions that 

presumably can predict some future action” (Jones & Enriquez, 2009, p. 146).  Further, 

the term “organizational habitus” extended these concepts to the organization that 

inculcated teachers’ ideas and pedagogic styles into classroom practices.  Organizational 

habitus refers to “class-based dispositions, perceptions, and appreciations transmitted to 

individuals in a common organizational culture” (Horvat & Antonio, 1999, p. 320).  In 

their study of race and teacher expectations, they found that teachers had lower 

expectations for their low-income African American students.  Roofe and Miller (2013) 

utilized Bourdieu’s habitus theory to postulate that an individual can adapt and perform 

with the contextual experiences in teacher education programs and can affect the self-

efficacy of the teacher-in-training that can affect their continuation in the program.   

During Summer Institute, TFA utilized habitus to enculturate TFA corps members 

into the education profession through lectures, seminars, role-playing and assignments.  

In this way, they transmitted the culture of education to their members.  This common 

language of education served as a way to prepare new teachers for the classroom.  In a 
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similar way, Bourdieu’s and Bandura’s theories interact and can be extrapolated for the 

purposes of this study.  (see Figure 2).  With regards to this research project, the 

dominant group was TFA because they are training individuals without any prior 

experience in teaching.  Since the TFA corps members come into the training session 

with limited knowledge about educational theory, the dominant group, TFA, served to 

prepare them for their classroom teaching experiences. The eight-week Summer Institute 

training was the time in which TFA introduced the corps members to the teaching 

profession, educational theory, concepts of child development and perhaps issues 

surrounding the achievement gap.  TFA, the dominant group, employed habitus during 

the training institute to legitimize the ideals of the teaching profession and 

underperforming students thus inculcating the Corps   members into the profession.  In 

turn, the corps members exited the training and entered their first-year classrooms with a 

sense of self-efficacy and preparedness in various constructs including diverse 

classrooms, maintaining cultural competency and teaching pedagogy. 

 This study illuminated this process of social reproduction and habitus and the 

influence on self-efficacy by interviewing teachers after training and during their 

teaching careers.  The teachers reflected on their overall sense of preparedness for various 

aspects of their teaching experiences such as teaching diverse classrooms, maintaining 

cultural competency and pedagogy and curriculum.   Each Corps   member reflected on 

the TFA training seminar’s influence on their pedagogical strategies employed during 

their first semester of training and their perceptions regarding the role that TFA Summer 

Institute had on those teaching strategies. 
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Bandura Bourdieu Alignment of 
Bandura and 

Boudieu 

Research 
Question 

Alignment 

Self-Efficacy Theory 
stated that high self-
confidence can 
influence an 
individual’s ability to 
positively affect others. 

Social Reproduction 
Theory stated that 
groups reproduce 
existing social 
structure to preserve 
their advantages.   

  

Teacher training is a 
contextual factor that 
influences a novice 
teacher’s self-efficacy.   

Through a process of 
habitus, teacher 
training served as a 
contextual factor in 
Social Reproduction 
Theory through the 
enculturation of 
teachers. 

TFA Summer 
Training Institute 
served as a 
contextual factor by 
influencing teachers’ 
self-efficacy through 
the cultural 
transmission of the 
education 
profession.  This is 
done through 
habitus.   

What aWhat are 

new teacher 

perceptions 

of the 

mechanisms 

by which 

TFA shaped 

their self-

efficacy 

regarding 

their 

readiness for 

underperfor

ming 

classrooms 

and to 

manage 

diverse 

classrooms, 

maintain 

cultural 

competence 

and manage 

curriculum 

and 

pedagogy?  
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Teachers with high 
self-efficacy positively 
affect children in 
underprivileged 
classrooms. 

Teachers enter the 
classroom with the 
ability to transmit the 
dominant culture 
through their 
interactions with 
students. 

Teachers with high 
self-efficacy 
transmit this 
dominant culture 
through their 
teaching. 

 What are 

new Teach 

for America 

teacher 

perceptions 

of their self-

efficacy 

regarding 

their 

readiness for 

underperfor

ming 

classrooms 

and to 

manage 

diverse 

classrooms, 

maintain 

cultural 

competence 

and manage 

curriculum 

and 

pedagogy? 

 

Figure 2:  Theoretical Model Representation  
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Chapter 3: METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

The researcher utilized an interview-based qualitative methodology.  Merriam 

(2009) argued that researchers using qualitative research are most interested in “how 

people make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the world” (p. 13). In 

this way, the researcher employed a qualitative process to interpret the research 

phenomenon from the participant’s perspective thus making the researcher “the primary 

instrument of data collection and analysis” (p. 14).  As the primary instrument, the 

researcher acted as the collector and interpreter of the data and continuously adapted and 

reinterpreted the data throughout the study.  This allowed for the researcher to 

acknowledge and overcome potential biases. 

Accordingly, qualitative research methodology provided a “richly descriptive” (p. 

16) process of research and suited this research best because this study sought to 

understand the perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy that TFA corps members 

felt during training and during the beginning of their teaching careers. Since all corps 

members attended the TFA Summer Institute, a qualitative study that allowed them to 

describe experiences provided the best way to conduct the research. In order to 

understand the level of preparedness that the Summer Institute provided, a deep, thick 

description of the lived experiences of the participants was necessary. This qualitative 

research study sought to analyze how each corps member interpreted their experiences in 

the Summer Institute and how they sought to understand the impact of that summer 

experience on their own perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy as they entered the 

classroom.   
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The deep, thick description mandated by this type of study guided the research 

design to an interview-based qualitative study to discover and interpret the perceptions of 

self-efficacy and preparedness that TFA corps members felt during and after their 

Summer Institute experience. Crotty (1998) argued that “meanings are constructed by 

human beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting (p. 42).  Thus, this 

interview-based qualitative study utilized a series of questions that allowed the 

participants to reflect on their TFA Summer Institute experience and construct their own 

unique perceptions of self-efficacy and preparedness for the classroom as well as allowed 

participants to reflect on the mechanisms by which TFA Summer Institute shaped their 

perceptions.  The following research questions illustrated how TFA corps members 

utilized the training institute’s educational pedagogy and theories to teach in 

underperforming classrooms. 

The main question in this study is: 

1. What shaped TFA corps member’s first year professional knowledge base and practice 

at the conclusion of their training and during their first year of teaching? 

1a. What are new Teach for America teacher perceptions of their self-efficacy regarding 

their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to manage diverse 

classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum and pedagogy? 

1b. What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by which TFA shaped their 

self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to 

manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum 

and pedagogy?  
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Epistemology 

Crotty (1998) argued that Constructivism “rejects this view of human knowledge 

and there is no objective truth waiting for us to discover it.  Truth or meaning comes from 

existence in and out of our engagement with the realities of our world” (p. 123).  Further, 

Merriam (2009) purported that reality is socially constructed and that is not one 

observable reality.  Rather, there can be many interpretations of a single event or 

situation.  Thus, the researcher’s job is to construct knowledge not find it.  In other 

words, through a deep analysis of this research data, the researcher interpreted and 

constructed meaning. 

By believing that truth was constructed, this study adhered to a constructivist 

epistemology. Rather than assuming there was one interpretation of TFA corps member’s 

self-efficacy and perceptions of preparedness for the classroom, the researcher conducted 

interviews to investigate the teachers’ lived experiences. The lens of the corps members 

helped the researcher construct the reality of their preparedness to manage diverse 

classrooms, maintain cultural competence and understand curriculum and pedagogy.  The 

literature supported the importance of effective teachers in underperforming classrooms 

to positively influence the achievement gap (Flores, 2007; Harding, 2003; Lauren & 

Gaddis, 2013; South, Baumer & Lutz, 2003).  TFA purported to place highly qualified 

individuals in these underprivileged urban and rural classrooms to counteract the 

widening achievement gap (Kopp, 2011).  TFA’s mission was to identify, recruit and hire 

highly qualified recent college graduates as TFA corps members. They attended a 

Summer Institute that trained them for eight weeks before their first year in a classroom.  

There is a lack of literature surrounding the corps member’s sense of self-efficacy 
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immediately following this training and their ability to manage diverse classrooms, 

maintain cultural competence and understand curriculum and pedagogy.  In this way, this 

study constructed meaning from the corps members’ interviews to better understand TFA 

corps   members’ perceptions surrounding self-efficacy and preparedness for their 

classroom experiences.  In addition, this study constructed the participants’ perceived 

Summer Institute mechanisms that affected their self-efficacy. 

Research Design and Theoretical Constructs 

 This study employed a qualitative research design that sought to explore and 

interpret the perceived perceptions of self-efficacy and preparedness of TFA corps 

members after their Summer Institute training. Merriam (2009) stressed that the 

researcher must serve as the instrument of interpretation thus mandating that the research 

design must follow accordingly. In this way, the researcher used rich, descriptive data to 

explore the phenomenon and interpret the results.  In turn, this study utilized interviews 

as the basis for this phenomenon’s exploration. More specifically, this study employed 17 

participants that completed the TFA Summer Institute and went on to teach as TFA corps 

members.  

Yin (2014) postulated that the use of interviews in research provided direct insight 

from the subjects and allowed for a more fluid, conversational approach to the inquiry.  

Stake (1995) argued that interviews allow for each participant’s story to be told.  With 

this type of analysis, the thoughts, perceptions, and meanings come directly through the 

subject and provided a deeper analysis of the lived experience.  Merriam (2009) 

purported that “interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or 

how people interpret the world around them” (p. 88).  Since TFA’s training sessions are 
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inaccessible to outsiders, interviews enabled the researcher to understand the subjects’ 

perceptions of their Summer Institute experiences and how each subject interpreted their 

own individual lived experiences during training and how each participant perceived their 

self-efficacy as well as the mechanisms by which their Summer Institute training helped 

to prepare them for their individual classroom experiences. 

The structure of this interview-based qualitative research allowed each participant 

to explore their perceived self-efficacy. An exploration of their self-efficacy through 

Bandura’s (1997) lens helped to contextualize their perceptions of preparedness for their 

classroom experience. This interview-based qualitative study aided the researcher in 

examining and interpreting the teachers’ perceptions of self-efficacy and perceptions of 

preparedness after they completed their TFA Summer Institute and during the beginning 

of their teaching careers.  This research design allowed participants to describe their 

individual experiences during the Summer Institute as a vehicle for positive or negative 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 1993; Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk-Hoy, 2001).  Further, 

through the interview design, participants discussed specific inputs that affected their 

self-efficacy and allowed the researcher to apply Bandura’s sources of self-efficacy 

(1997) that included past experiences, modeling, coaching and emotional states to an 

analysis of participant’s individual responses. 

TFA’s Summer Institute employed “organization habitus” (Bourdieu, 1984; 

Diamond, Randolph & Spillane, 2004; Horvat & Antonio, 1999) as a means to inculcate 

TFA corps   members into the profession and served as a means to positively or 

negatively affect self-efficacy and perceptions of preparedness. Through this interview-

based research design, participants contextualized the vehicles and mechanisms that the 
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TFA Summer Institute provided to either enhance or deter from their individual self-

efficacy and overall perceptions of preparedness for the classroom.  Further, this research 

design allowed participants to explore specific areas of preparedness for the classroom 

that included diverse classrooms, cultural competence and teaching pedagogy. 

Sample Selection 

Sampling strategy. This study employed purposeful sampling. Purposeful 

sampling looks for sample criterion most important to the study’s research questions. 

Merriam (2009) suggested that purposeful sampling is one of the most effective types of 

qualitative sampling strategies. By employing purposeful sampling, the researcher wants 

to “discover, understand and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which 

the most can be learned” (p. 77). Maxwell (2005) expanded this concept of purposeful 

sampling by stating that selecting an appropriate sample “can provide you with the 

information that you need in order to answer your research questions” (p. 88).  

In this study, the phenomenon of interest was TFA corps members’ individual 

perceptions of self-efficacy and preparedness after completing Summer Institute training 

and during the beginning of their teaching careers. Thus, participant qualifications 

mandated that they have completed TFA Summer Institute training and worked in a 

classroom immediately after that training. In turn, the researcher sought these individuals 

for the sample. Because all participants engaged in the TFA Summer Institute they 

qualified as a sample member.  The fact that each participant experienced the TFA 

Summer Institute yet had individual experiences enabled the researcher to discover 

differences in the lived experiences of each participant. 
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Interview questions. The basis of this study was one-on-one interviewing. 

Merriam (2009) argued that “interviews are necessary when we cannot observe 

behaviors, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (p. 88). For this 

study, the only way to analyze participants perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy 

during the after the TFA Summer Institute and in their first-year teaching was through 

interviewing. This methodology allowed for the participants to explore their experiences.  

Merriam (2009) stated that “the key to getting good data from interviewing is to 

ask good questions” (p. 95). Thus, the researcher crafted interview questions that could 

best explore the participants’ lived experiences (see Appendix A). Not only did the 

researcher use the study’s research questions to guide the interview question formulation, 

but she also considered the theoretical perspective as a lens for their development.  

Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998), Darling-Hammond et al. (2002) and Ludlow 

(2010) found that there was a correlation between teacher self-efficacy and positive 

influences in the classroom.  For this study, the researcher sought to consider the 

participant’s perceptions of self-efficacy thus she considered Bandura’s (1997) theory of 

self-efficacy to formulate questions that would help the participants explore these 

concepts.  His theory stated that there are sources of self-efficacy that included past 

experiences, modeling by others, coaching and evaluative feedback and emotional states.  

The researcher asked questions pertaining to each participant’s background information, 

past work and school experiences, and training before and after the TFA Summer 

Institute. 

Teaching training is one contextual factor that influences a teacher’s self-efficacy 

(Roofe and Miller, 2013). In this study, the TFA Summer Institute acted as a means of 
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organizational habitus (Bourdieu, 1984; Horvat and Antonio, 1999) and served as a way 

to inculcate the TFA corps members into the profession. The researcher considered the 

TFA corps members’ perceptions of the mechanisms that TFA used to shape their self-

efficacy and their perceptions of preparedness. More specifically, the researcher asked 

questions regarding the participants’ training time before, during and after the TFA 

Summer Institute. 

Participant selection. This study focused on an analysis of TFA corps members 

perceptions of self-efficacy and preparedness during and after the TFA Summer Institute 

therefore the criteria of this study required participants to (a) complete the eight-week 

TFA Summer Institute and then (b) immediately become the head teacher in a classroom. 

Merriam (2009) purported that recommended sampling should reach a point of saturation 

or no new information can be yielded from the research. For that reason, there were 17 

participants in this study. 

Initially, the researcher contacted one high school principal in the Mid-Atlantic 

region and requested permission to contact all TFA corps members at her school. After 

granting permission, the principal sent the first email introducing the researcher and 

asking staff members and alumni to contact the researcher for further information. The 

researcher sent the letter that appears in Appendix B to interested staff members. Seven 

individuals responded that they were interested in participation in the study. In this initial 

sample, there were four current TFA corps members and three alumni. The TFA alumni 

were individuals that completed the two year TFA corps member commitment and either 

continued as a teacher or left the profession.  
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Merriam (2009) identified snowball sampling as one way to increase the study’s 

sample size.  The researcher employed this strategy to increase the number of TFA 

participants for this research. Once the researcher completed the interview with the seven 

initial participants, the researcher asked each participant to give her email address to any 

potential TFA corps member potential participants that they knew. The researcher 

received ten emails from interested participants and scheduled each for an interview.  

This additional sample consisted of four current TFA corps members and six TFA 

alumni. Thus, this snowball sampling strategy increased the sample size to 17 TFA corps 

members.  
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Interview logistics. This study incorporated a semi-structured interview protocol.  

Merriam (2009) argued that this type of interview practice may be guided by a list of 

questions, but they are usually used flexibly and can be variable depending on the 

conversation.  This type of questioning “assumes that individual respondents define the 

world in unique ways” (p. 90).  The subject guided the nature of the questioning through 

the issues to be explored. While an interview protocol was established (see Appendix A), 

the questions and topics can vary throughout the interview.  The protocol served as a 

variable framework for each interview session.  Based on the subject’s answers to each 

question, the interviewer could deviate from the questions.  There is no predetermined 

wording or order.  In this way, the participants defined the world in their own unique 

ways that came out during the interview sessions.  This type of interview allowed the 

researcher to guide the process and respond to specific situations as they arose during the 

interview process.   

The strength of this type of interviewing allowed for optimum investigation of the 

phenomenon of novice TFA corps members’ perceptions of self-efficacy during and after 

the TFA Summer Institute training period as well as the perceptions of preparedness for 

their first classroom experience. The semi-structured, private interview structure allowed 

for the corps   members to offer their unique perspectives of their lived experiences 

during the training and how prepared they felt for their teaching experiences.  Merriam 

(2009) argued that this interview structure allows sufficient flexibility for the interviewer 

to interpret and guide interview questions specific to each participant’s responses. 

The researcher scheduled a one-hour interview for all 17 participants. At the 

beginning of the interview, the researcher gave the subject an informed consent to read 
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and sign (See Appendix B). The informed consent explained the purposes of the study 

and required a signature from the participant before the interview began.  The researcher 

met each participant either at the school where they taught or at a mutually agreeable 

neutral location.  Each interview was recorded with a transcription being completed after 

the conclusion of the interview.   

Data Analysis 

 Data analysis “is a process of making sense out of data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 175) 

and “giving meaning to first impressions as well as final compilations (Stake, 1995, p. 

71) and is vital in answering the research question. Because qualitative research is 

emergent (Merriam, 2009), the researcher does not know “every aspect of the study and 

hypotheses that will be utilized, a qualitative study should be recursive and dynamic (p. 

169).”  As the study progresses, the need for analysis becomes even greater, thus 

elevating the importance of this portion of the research study.  Merriam (2009) postulated 

that researchers needed to begin analyzing data during the data collection process.  Since 

there is a tendency to have a large collection of data, waiting until the end of data 

gathering to begin the analysis process would yield a disorganized and overwhelming 

study.  Instead, the researcher should maintain focus on the identified problem.  The 

researcher must make decisions that continue to narrow the study, write 

comments/memos as the study progresses, try out ideas and themes on participants, and 

complete and refer to literature review throughout the data collection process.  

During the data collection process, I wrote memos after each interview day.  

These memos not only allowed for the initial impressions and highlights to be expressed, 

but also allowed me to begin to synthesize the data from the interviews. Each memo 
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allowed her to progress through the interview process by focusing her on some relevant 

concepts and ideas that each participant expressed during the interview. 

 Merriam (2009) argued that the process of coding must begin during the data 

collection and continue through analysis.  She noted that coding helps to organize and 

manage the data.  The researcher assigns a shorthand representation of aspects of the data 

for quick retrieval during analysis.  In order for quick retrieval, each interview must be 

categorized through coding.  These codes have meaning within the context of the 

research study. This intuitive process allows the researcher to develop “categories that 

should be responsive to the purpose of the research” (p. 185).  

 After all of the interviews were completed, I transcribed each interview and began 

the process of analyzing the data. Merriam (2009) purported that the researcher should 

make notes in each interview transcription.  This process allowed for the identification of 

important pieces of data that come together to “capture some recurring patterns that cuts 

across your data” (p. 181).  During this study, I thoroughly analyzed the interview 

transcripts and noted relevant ideas that emerged. After many read-throughs, the 

researcher organized these codes into various categories that linked commonalities of the 

participants’ responses. Initially, the researcher identified 24 codes. Through significant 

analysis and discussions with peer reviewers these codes evolved into over-arching 

themes that connected to the study’s research questions and theoretical perspectives. 

From the initial 24 codes, I identified 15 categories.  

Subjectivity Statement 

Merriam (2009) argued that qualitative research mandates that the researcher state 

their biases as these may impact the study.  Since the researcher was the primary 
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instrument of data collection, she should identify and monitor biases and how they may 

affect the research.   

For the past twenty years, I have worked as an educator.  First, as an elementary 

school classroom teacher in the cities of Philadelphia, PA and Washington, DC and then 

as a professor and education department head in a mid-Atlantic community college.  

Most of my students attend the institution for their first two years of post-secondary level 

education and then transfer to a four-year college in order to complete their teaching 

certifications.   My primary role is teaching pre-service teachers while also observing pre-

service teachers in fieldwork settings. 

Over the course of my tenure, I have developed my own pedagogical philosophies 

regarding the training of pre-service teachers and the need for positive self-efficacy prior 

to entering the classroom.  As I progressed through my research, I needed to continuously 

evaluate my observations and interviews with the teachers so that I counteracted my own 

bias regarding teacher education and pre-service teaching experiences.   Not only did my 

dissertation chair and committee help with any potential bias, but my peer review process 

was also instrumental in counteracting any potential issues. 

Trustworthiness Techniques 

The goal of this research study was to contribute knowledge to the field of 

education. In order for the research findings to be considered valid, the study must have 

internal validity.  Merriam (2009) argued that internal validity “is the extent to which 

research findings are credible” and can be addressed with multiple trustworthiness 

technique employed during and after data collection. For the purposes of this study, the 
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trustworthiness techniques utilized were adequate engagement in data collection, 

researcher reflexivity, and peer review/examination.   

 Merriam (2009) argued that adequate engagement in data collection was a good 

way to ensure internal validity. This process encouraged the data to feel saturated or that 

the researcher begins to hear the same responses from participants. In this study, the data 

reflected this concept whereby the researcher heard many similar participant reflections. 

 Researcher reflexivity is the process where the researcher reflects on their own 

position as the human instrument in research (Maxwell, 2009). By considering their own 

biases on the research subject throughout the data collection and analysis, the researcher 

makes the reader aware of any potential influences on interpretations. Herein, the 

researcher acknowledged her own experiences in the educational field and her role as a 

professor in teacher preparation.  

Finally, the researcher utilized peer review/examination for this study.  Merriam 

(2009) purported that this process included “discussions with colleagues regarding the 

process of study, the congruency of emerging findings with raw data, and tentative 

interpretations” (p. 229). After transcribing the interviews and analyzing some of the 

data, the researcher sent portions of the emerging themes and supporting quotes to two 

colleagues. One colleague was a member of the researcher’s doctoral cohort and the other 

colleague was a member of the previous cohort. Both individuals successfully completed 

their dissertation defense prior to participating in the peer review process for this study. 

As a novice researcher, this technique provided the study with the necessary guidance 

concerning researcher data, categories and themes. Each individual provided valuable 

insight into the categories and supporting participant quotes. In several instances, the 
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researcher combined several categories into one theme. In addition, the peer reviewers 

provided additional thoughts on the use of the theoretical perspective as a lens to analyze 

categories and themes. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical considerations need to be addressed in all qualitative studies.  Merriam 

(2009) argued that the ethics of the researcher is paramount to the validity and reliability 

of the study.  The researcher must have professional integrity, intellectual rigor and 

methodological competence.  GWU IRB strives to address the ethics of the study prior to 

beginning research by protecting the subjects from harm, demanding the subject’s right to 

privacy, and procuring informed consent.  These issues can be handled prior to beginning 

the research. For this study, GWU IRB approved all aspects of the research. 

However, there are ethical dilemmas that may arise with the collection of data and 

should be addressed accordingly.  For instance, interviews may carry risks to the 

participants.  Merriam (2009) postulated that respondents may feel as though their 

privacy was invaded during questioning or they may be embarrassed by questions.  

Further, there is a possibility that the subjects may reflect on their own failures during the 

interview process and there can be potential long-term effects.  In order to counteract this 

process, the interview protocol constructed tried to eliminate questions that would cause 

any distress to the participants. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this interview-based qualitative study was to examine the 

perceived preparedness and self-efficacy of TFA corps members after their eight-week 

summer training and during their first year of teaching.  In addition, I addressed the ways 

in which teachers were prepared to teach in their assigned classrooms as well the 

mechanisms that helped them feel prepared. Further, I analyzed each participant’s 

perceptions of the TFA Summer Institute and the knowledge that they gained as well as 

how they used that knowledge in their own classroom.  By considering corps members’ 

perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy after training and during their first year of 

teaching, I illuminated the perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy of TFA corps 

members after their eight-week training program. 

Research Questions 

 I pursued this qualitative study with the following research questions. I wanted to 

investigate how TFA’s training provided the teachers with the perceptions of 

preparedness and self-efficacy for their classroom experiences.  Further, these research 

questions framed the constructs in which TFA potentially prepared teachers for the 

classroom. 

This study addressed one research question with two sub-questions: 

Research questions 

1. What shaped TFA corps members first year professional knowledge base and 

practice at the conclusion of their training and during their first year of teaching? 

1a. What are new Teach for America teacher perceptions of their self-efficacy 
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regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to manage diverse 

classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum and pedagogy? 

1b. What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by which TFA shaped their 

self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to 

manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum 

and pedagogy?  

Participant Characteristics Profiles 

There were 17 participants in this study. The participants all worked in various 

schools in several districts in the Mid-Atlantic region. There were eight current TFA 

corps members and nine alumni of the TFA program. Table 3 below serves to introduce 

each corps member interviewed for this research. I included this introduction in their own 

words as a means to better understand each participant’s background as well as to 

understand the reasons that they chose to participate in TFA.   

Table 3 

Participants 

Name Hometow

n 
Background Subject 

Taught 
Status 

and 

Years 

Teachi

ng 

Why TFA? 

Maris
ka 

Grew up 
in Russia. 
 

It was very different 
from the American 
kind of upbringing. It 
was not very well-to-
do, not very middle 
class, but not dirt 
poor. Everyone 
basically had 
everything they 
needed but nobody 

11th 
grade 
English 
and 
Creative 
Writing 

Corps 
membe
r 
2nd year 
teachin
g 

I had a career in 
journalism 
before TFA.I 
kept going back 
to my passion for 
teaching and I 
didn’t have the 
means or the 
time to pursue a 
traditional way 
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had a ton. and I always had 
this soft-spot for 
the underdog and 
I always wanted 
to help people to 
rise up that 
always needed it. 

Toma Massapeq
ua, NY.  

I grew up in a 
predominantly white, 
Italian suburban 
neighborhood. 
Literally on the other 
side predominantly 
African-American 
and Hispanic 
neighborhood.  

High 
school 
Special 
Educatio
n 

Alumn
us 
Fourth 
year 
teachin
g 

I already had a 
degree from 
Hofstra. I had a 
career in Wall 
Street before 
TFA. I didn’t 
want to go 
through a whole 
teaching 
preparation 
program to get 
my degree again. 

Maria Grew up 
in Hawaii 
and 
Princeton, 
NJ  

Worked on Wall 
Street prior to TFA 

10th and 
11th 
grade 
math 

2nd year 
Corps 
membe
r 

I was with JP 
Morgan for two 
years. Had the 
most wonderful 
time. TFA knew 
about the 
circumstances 
and said 
whenever you 
want to come. 
They gave me 
like an indefinite 
offer hold which 
was so kind. 

Jason Grew up 
in Miami, 
FL.  

I went to a private 
Catholic school for 
middle and high 
school. I would 
describe it as an 
upper middle class 
area.  
 

High 
school 
Geometr
y 

2nd year 
Corps 
membe
r 

I knew that I 
wanted to teach 
specifically in 
(this city) and 
TFA is the 
program that I 
heard about a lot 
in my undergrad 
but since I didn’t 
want to be a 
teacher then I 
didn’t think that 
was a good fit 
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for me so I knew 
it as one of the 
ways that I could 
get certified so I 
applied to TFA. 

Cara I grew up 
outside 
Washingto
n DC.  

I grew up in a single 
family household a 
lot of moving around 
coming up. Had a 
very strong mother 
and a younger brother 
who had a terminal 
illness. We went to a 
lot of different 
schools. The longest I 
stayed at one school 
was in high school. 

9th grade 
English 

4th year 
alumnu
s 

I was a TFA 
Recruiter first. 
The organization 
I started we 
actually formed 
a partnership 
with TFA where 
they funded one 
of our events and 
that was what 
got me interested 
and then we had 
a lot of TFA 
recruiters come 
to our classes in 
Public Policy. 

Sheen
a 

I was born 
in NY and 
raised in 
Miami.    

My father is from 
Honduras and my 
mom is from Puerto 
Rico. We grew up in 
a really tough area, 
but the teachers I had 
made a difference for 
me.  
 

9th and 
10th 
grade 
college 
readiness 

5th year 
Alumn
us 

TFA was a 
means to an end. 
I had looked at 
DC Teaching 
Fellows as an 
opportunity as 
well but for me 
ultimately what 
made me pick 
TFA is that I 
knew that I had 
an opportunity to 
earn a master’s 
degree. 

Sara I grew up 
Washingto
n, DC.  

My high school 
experience was very 
formative as to why I 
am here now. I 
personally loved my 
DC public high 
school experience. 
One blessing is that it 
is super diverse. In 
addition to like 
learning how to be a 

High 
School 
Spanish 

2nd year 
corps 
membe
r 

TFA and my 
conversations 
with them made 
it seem like that 
was-they were 
more likely to 
have that happen 
for me. 
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student I learned how 
to be a person around 
people who are 
different from me 
which I realize that 
everybody doesn’t 
get. 

Ariann
a 

Brooklyn, 
NY 

Very different from 
where I teach. I was 
in Catholic school so 
it was like very stern 
and very strict. I was 
in the medical 
sciences program. 
We didn’t have metal 
detectors and we 
were allowed to wear 
regular clothing and 
stuff and we also 
didn’t have as many 
problems such as 
tardiness or absences. 

12th 
grade 
Anatomy 
and 
Physiolo
gy 

1st year 
corps 
membe
r 

I want to go to 
dental school, so 
these are my two 
gap years before 
applying. 

Liam I grew up 
in 
Minnesota
. 

I grew up in a pretty 
affluent area. A lot of 
my friends’ parents 
were lawyers and 
doctors. I didn’t grow 
up in the environment 
of my students. I 
think I had minimal 
exposure to 
communities and to 
neighborhoods that 
were grappling with 
some of the issues 
that my students were 
coming in with. 

No 
longer 
teaching 

Alumn
us 
Not 
teachin
g 

I got to my 
senior year of 
college, heard 
about TFA at a 
recruiting event 
and liked a lot of 
what the mission 
meant you know 
the values what 
they talked about 
and so I said 
let’s apply and 
see how it goes. 

Tracey I grew up 
in 
Norfolk, 
VA and 
Ohio.  

I went to five 
elementary schools. 
You would think I 
was a military kid but 
no. My parents just 
couldn’t decide 
where they wanted to 
live.  

9th grade 
History 

4th year 
Alumn
us 

My process of 
thinking was not 
education and it 
was not 
education 
because my 
family was full 
of educators. My 
intentions were 
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to work non-
profits for a 
couple of years 
and then go to 
law school.   

Mariss
a 

I grew up 
in Boston 

I grew up in a low-
income area-in the 
projects with a lot of 
people that did not 
finish high school. 

High 
school 
Spanish 

5th year 
Alumn
us 

I was between 
TFA, City Year 
and teaching 
abroad in France. 
Those were the 
three options that 
I had. I really 
wanted to go 
abroad in France 
but then I 
thought about it 
and I really 
wanted to work 
with students 
who came from 
the same 
background that 
I came from. I 
didn’t need to 
have a teaching 
certificate and I 
can get right into 
it. 

Janine I grew up 
in NJ. 

I went to public 
school. The town that 
I lived in and the 
school were one of 
the best in NJ. I had a 
great education and 
more so from the 
support that you had 
from the families so 
having a lens to look 
back and having 
family support with a 
two parent household 
and just having those 
types of experiences 
made my education 
even better. 

2nd grade 6th year 
Alumn
us 

I would say 
because George 
Washington 
University was 
so expensive and 
having to pay 
them for 
graduate school 
to teach so 
looking at it I 
needed either 
scholarships or 
some type of 
alternative 
program that 
would put me in 
grad school and 
then teach while 
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I am in graduate 
school and I can 
get an income 
while in graduate 
school. 

Melan
y 

I grew up 
in 
Ecuador.  

I moved there after 
my parents divorced. 
I went to school in 
Ecuador K-8th grade 
and then my family 
we all moved to 
Alexandria, VA. 

High 
school 
Spanish 

2nd year 
corps 
membe
r 

I had a recruiter 
reach to me 
senior year. It 
sounded cool. I 
think TFA is 
really good at 
placing these 
really young, 
charismatic 
people into their 
recruitment 
positions and 
you meet these 
people and I 
want to be you. 

Charlo
tte 

I grew up 
in MD 
right 
outside 
DC.  

I was in the TAG 
program through 
elementary and 
middle school. I 
played basketball and 
I fell in love with the 
game and I knew that 
I wanted to play 
basketball after high 
school so I went to 
private school just to 
make sure I was 
playing quality 
athletes and that I 
was in a good 
position and I was 
prepared 
academically. 

High 
school 
special 
education 

2nd year 
Corps 
membe
r 

I left my 
graduate 
program so I got 
into TFA. 

Maggi
e 

I grew up 
in 
Woodbrid
ge, NJ.  

I would say it’s 
suburban. I would say 
it was quite diverse. 
Growing up my 
childhood best 
friends two of them 
were African 
American, one was 

3rd grade 5th year 
Alumn
us 

TFA came on the 
scene at our 
Student Union. I 
always thought I 
wanted to help 
people. I could 
go do this for 
two years and 
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Hispanic. maybe go back 
to environmental 
law or 
something. 

Carme
n 

I grew up 
in the 
Bronx 
technicall
y until I 
was 8 
when I 
moved to 
suburbia 
NJ.  

I moved to like the 
suburban beach. I 
never saw any 
suburban place like 
that. I loved school. 
I’m first generation 
American so I was 
raised in a very this is 
the only thing that 
will get you to be 
successful so you 
have to do it so I 
always took it 
seriously. High 
school I was always 
in honors classes. 

High 
school 
Spanish 

2nd year 
Corps 
membe
r 

So it was also 
around the time 
as someone I 
knew said 
something about 
TFA and I said 
what’s that about 
and it was also 
around the time 
that I had no idea 
what I am doing 
with this degree 
when I am 
graduating so I 
looked into it 
and I remember 
looking through 
the TFA website 
and sobbing and 
thinking this was 
me. I relate to 
these students 
like the kids that 
they target. 

Sofia I grew up 
in Miami, 
FL I grew 
up in an 
area called 
Little 
Havana  

There were a lot of 
Cuban refugees and 
my mother who is of 
Nicaraguan descent 
when she emigrated 
here she lived there 
and I stayed there for 
most of my youth and 
then I joined this 
really cool program 
called Breakthrough 
and they helped me 
get into private 
school so I got into 
private school from 
7-12 grades. 

8th grade 
math 

5th year 
Alumn
us 

The program I 
did 
Breakthrough, 
the Miami 
branch, is very 
tied with TFA. I 
was a student, 
then a volunteer, 
then a volunteer 
coordinator, then 
a site director. I 
was teaching for 
so long when the 
time for TFA 
came up I was 
like well they 
offered me a 
salary and this 
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$11,000 that I 
could use toward 
dental school so 
let me do TFA 
for just two years 
and then I will 
be done. 

 

The remainder of this chapter addresses the analysis of research data.  I sought to 

interpret the perceived perceptions of self-efficacy and preparedness for the classroom. I 

conducted participant interviews that explored the lived experiences of the TFA Summer 

Institute and proceeded to closely analyze each interview. The process of data analysis 

began with the analysis of each participant’s audio recording and through this deep 

exploration codes started to emerge.  The congruence of various codes evolved into 

categories that resonated throughout the data and thus became an interpretive way for me 

to reflect on the data and how that data ultimately responded to the research questions 

identified in the study. The researcher initially identified 24 codes that eventually 

collapsed into 15 categories that eventually evolved into three themes. The three themes 

identified were (a) ready but not solely because of TFA (b) “fake it til I make it”: 

participant agency (c) trained but not enough. The following narrative presents a detailed 

presentation of the data supporting each theme. 
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 Ready but not solely because of TFA. During data analysis, several categories 

emerged that contributed to the evolution of this theme.  In particular, participants 

identified several ways that they felt ready for the classroom. The participants did not 

attribute their readiness solely to TFA but rather to other factors in their life and/or their 

experiences. The categories contributing to this theme were (a) participants personal 

educational experiences in preschool through 12th grade (b) prior classroom and 

work/volunteer experiences (c) content knowledge. 

Participants’ personal education experiences in preschool through 12th 

grade. 

When responding to the interview questions about their background and their 

personal educational experiences, participants noted the importance of their own 

classroom experiences in their readiness for the classroom.  More specifically, 

participants discussed the relevance of their own classroom experiences as a student, the 

value that they placed on those experiences, their strength as a student and the positive 

teacher influences that they had as students. In turn, they noted that these factors 

contributed to their readiness for the classroom. 

 Data analysis found that participants often reflected on their own student 

experiences in elementary and secondary classrooms. They noted the importance of their 

own school experiences and reflected on their successes in their own classrooms. Sheena, 

Janine, Tracey and Sara described the value of their own classroom experiences and 

expressed how much they enjoyed being a part of their schools. Sheena, Janine and 

Tracey described always loving school. 

I have always loved school and reading and being in the classroom and like my 
parents would say we are going to cut school today and go to the beach and I was 
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the only one that would cry and they would drop me off and the other siblings 
would go the beach...I had always been the academic one of the four kids. 
(Sheena) 
 
I would say looking back I had a great education...the teachers were reliable. I 
knew in 2nd grade who my 8th grade teacher would be. There was just a lot of 
consistency. I can still name all my teachers. I have best friends that I still have 
from growing up. I could not have had a better schooling experience. (Janine)  
 
I would say school, especially K-12, was very easy for me. I identified as 
academically gifted when they still did testing. I was very involved in extra-
curricular activities in school. Most of my past experiences in schools with 
teachers I think fondly of them. (Tracey) 

 
      Sara not only described loving school, but also attributed her school experience to 
why she  
 
became a teacher.  
 

My high school experience was very formative as to why I am here now. I 
personally loved my public high school experience. For the most part I remember 
walking away feeling like there was a community that I was happy to be a part of. 
I was challenged and one blessing about it was that it was super diverse….So I 
loved my high school experience and I am very grateful for it...I liked school and 
it prepared me as much as a school could for college. (Sara)  
 
In addition to valuing their school experiences, Carmen and Marissa described the  

 
influential role of teachers and guidance counselors in their school experiences and noted 
how 
 
appreciative they were of those individuals as they progressed forward both academically 
as  
 
students and professionally as educators.  
 

I loved school. I was at a public school.  I’m a first generation American so I was 
raised in a very ‘this is the only thing that will get you to be successful’ so you 
have to do it so I always took it seriously.  High school-I was always in honors 
classes...I had this super influence guidance counselor. (Carmen) 
 
Marissa explained that because she grew up in “a low-income area in the projects 

with a lot of people that didn’t finish high school,” she looked to teachers for help. In 

fact, a middle school teacher empowered her to take a placement exam for a magnet 
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public high school in another part of the city.  In her opinion, this was one reason that she 

succeeded in high school and went on to college.  

Each of the above participants acknowledged their appreciation for their own 

school experiences and how those valuable experiences positively affected their own 

future academic experiences. They noted that their own schooling experiences laid the 

foundation for their readiness for classroom teaching by allowing them to observe their 

own teachers. In turn, this began their understanding of pedagogy and the education field. 

Prior classroom/work experiences. Through data analysis, I saw the emergence 

of the category of prior classroom, work and volunteer experiences as important to the 

participants’ readiness for the classroom. These categories were important aspects of the 

participants’ perceptions of readiness for their placement schools. These categories 

emerged from various questions surrounding participants’ background, teaching 

philosophy, and confidence levels.  

 Participants discussed prior classroom work and volunteer experiences that 

contributed to their classroom readiness.  They gave examples of working with children 

in many different venues including camps, classrooms, churches, and a research 

laboratory. Toma, Sheena and Marissa attributed their professional knowledge of children 

to be directly related to their experiences working with children at a summer camp, bible 

school, at church and in workshops. Toma referenced teaching children at a summer 

camp as well as a bible school program. Similarly, Sheena worked at a church’s 

children’s ministry and bible school as well as teaching Sunday school with four and five 

year olds. Another participant, Marissa, not only discussed the value of teaching children 
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during her church’s Sunday school program but she also valued her work with 

individuals doing workshops throughout her city. 

Well I have always been doing something in education somehow ever since I was 
in high school. I did workshops around the city on domestic violence. I had a 
summer job where I was giving students financial literacy workshops.  I have 
always enjoyed interacting with people and teaching. (Marissa) 
 

 Arianna associated her knowledge about the classroom and students to her time 

spent as a substitute para-professional in a New York City public school classroom.  She 

explained that she worked with special education children that required direct interaction 

from her and increased her knowledge of students.  

I would work with the special education population and they actually have 
schools for kids with certain disabilities and stuff so I would work within that so 
those kids actually need help when their paraprofessional is gone whereas other 
schools where I was going to were just like oh you can just like sit around. That 
was the year before going to TFA. (Arianna) 
 

 Melany stated that she attributed her work with Somali refugees as the reason she 

went to TFA. In that capacity, she worked with high school girls that mirrored her current 

placement in a high school. 

So, I sorta got into teaching because I was into community service. My mom is a 
social worker and that’s a big component of who I was and I don’t know if you 
are ever been to Maine they have the second largest Somali refugee population 
and so a lot of the work we did after school. It was working with Somali refugees 
in high school. It was nice because my first class started in 9th grade when I was a 
freshman and I was able to mentor and tutor these girls 9th through 12th. 
(Melany) 
 

 Both Carmen and Cara attributed their readiness for working with children from 

underperforming schools to their prior work experiences. Carmen referenced a specific 

lab experience working with high school students that she valued. She described this 

experience as targeting at-risk students that were similar to students that she currently 

teaches. 
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I was in a lab in my junior and senior year a research lab where we worked with 
low-income students from Trenton. We worked with them in an art program and 
we measured the effects of the art program on their academic….It was really cool 
but also...my junior year when we did it obviously kids that were really invested 
in school if they were dedicating three extra hours to be in this program and in my 
senior program we targeted kids that needed something to get them off this at-risk 
path and it wasn’t kids who wanted to do it. It was kids that we gave them money 
to do it but the research was really interesting. (Carmen) 
 
In a similar way, Cara noted the value of her prior work experience in college 

working with students in an underperforming district. She noted that those were a similar 

demographic to her current students. She valued these interactions within those spaces 

because they gave her exposure to diverse classrooms and helped her maintain a cultural 

competence with a similar demographic of children. She compared her positive self-

efficacy to other individuals in her TFA corps member cohort. 

Before I graduated high school and before I even got accepted into Syracuse, I 
had a dream that I started an organization-a literary magazine on Syracuse’s 
campus so I woke up out of my sleep and wrote it down. Got there and started it 
and the organization is still running to this day. That organization became more 
than a literary magazine. It turned into a workshop program where I would go into 
local high schools in the Syracuse Public School system and we would teach kids 
about poetry. The idea was to expose kids to higher education through poetry so 
that they could see people that looked like them in college because the graduation 
rate was less than 50% when I was there. Because I did the poetry workshops-
cakewalk-I got it. I was pretty confident and I actually was the best among the 
people in my co-lab because I had that experience. (Cara) 

 
 Each of the aforementioned participants expressed positive experiences in their 

prior work experiences with children that led to a deeper understanding of teaching and a 

readiness for the classroom and the students that they would be teaching.  

 Four participants, Jason, Sheena, Sara, and Melany discussed a specific prior 

classroom  

experience that influenced their readiness for the classroom.  That experience was 

another AmeriCorps program called City Year that also employed individuals without 
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teaching degrees to shadow classroom teachers for one year.  This was an unpaid position 

that placed members in underperforming classrooms. These participants stated that this 

program served to enhance their prior classroom experiences and influenced their 

readiness for the classroom. 

Prior to TFA, I did another AmeriCorps program-City Year-for two years so for 
one year I was in a classroom shadowing a teacher for one year and then my 
second year I was in an administrative role managing a team of volunteers. 
(Jason) 
 
That was because I did City Year. I got to know the community, I understood the 
slang. I had developed some relationships and I just thought I was better prepared 
and in fact there are five City Year alumni here and it is interesting because if you 
do City Year before you go into the classroom you just do better because you 
have a year to be in the trenches and you have a year to interact with students. I 
remember this email that our principal at the time sent. It was our second week 
and he sent out a weekly bulletin and he put out a ROY Watch that said Ms. 
A…is doing great with kids. I had no idea what ROY meant and I talked to my 
boyfriend now husband and he said that means Rookie of the Year-that means 
you are doing a great job and it was like wow and people were like how are you 
doing this? How are you not dying? We are all still in grad school. Honestly, 
Jesus and City Year. Honestly, programs like that-like high impact but less I don’t 
know less weight on your hands makes a difference. (Sheena) 
 
I did a different AmeriCorps program called City Year which was at a high 
school. I was working in a 10th grade English classroom...City Year was huge. I 
don’t know if this plays into your stuff but City Year you are not running the 
classroom but you are working every single day in the same class supporting the 
students in small group and whole group, but if the teacher is teaching you are 
there for extra support. (Sara) 
 
Well, City Year helped. I don’t know how much you know about City Year.  City 
Year is very interesting program and I think…it was harder than TFA was. It was 
challenging in different ways because you are not getting a salary. You are 
working….I was there 7:30-6 and then you were wearing a uniform and you have 
all these rules to follow and you are not considered an employee of (your district). 
You are considered an employee of AmeriCorps so people really don’t treat you 
well. When I did it my teacher quit. I didn’t do TFA because I wasn’t ready to 
teach but then I did CY and my teacher quit so I had to teach anyway and so the 
year was super tough and I finished it. (Melany) 
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 Not only did the aforementioned corps members describe a valued prior work 

experience that enhanced their readiness for their own classroom but they also noted that 

they perceived themselves to be better teachers during their initial TFA year because they 

had the City Year experience prior to entering TFA.  

 In addition to prior classroom experiences that helped enhance participants’ 

readiness for the classroom, Toma and Maria were career changers that worked in 

business prior to entering the TFA program. Both acknowledged the influence that 

working in large organizations had in their ability to enter a classroom space. Toma 

credited her work as a manager in a large corporation supervising many people as her 

being able to manage a classroom of children.  In a similar way, Maria worked as a 

“high-rank analyst hedge fund manager on Wall Street” and referenced that work 

teaching analysts as relevant to her career switch to teaching. 

It was finance and accounting. I was a career-switcher actually every summer 
growing up I would work on Wall Street. My Dad works on Wall Street. I was 
bred into it. It was very much expected. Since I was eight, I could tell you how an 
IPO works. My favorite parts about working at JP Morgan was I got to teach 
incoming analysts finance. Like I love that teaching aspect and I looked forward 
to that one week a year where I got to do that and I missed doing that full-time. 
(Maria) 
 

 The data analysis presented above provided an in-depth understanding of the 

categories of prior work and volunteer experiences as well as prior classroom experiences 

as expressed by the participants during their interviews. Each participant voiced the 

importance of these experiences in their readiness for the classroom and for their students 

and served to support the theme ‘ready but not because of TFA.’ 
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Content knowledge. My research analysis saw the emergence of the category of 

content knowledge in the participants’ perceptions of readiness for their classroom 

experiences. They expressed value in a deep understanding of what they were teaching as 

well as being pleased with where they were placed during their classroom experience and 

served to contribute to the ways that TFA corps members felt ready for the classroom. 

Content knowledge is the specific knowledge of the content being taught 

(Shulman, 1998; Salinas & Blevins, 2013). Data analysis of the participants’ responses 

discovered that several individuals acknowledged that they had a significant in-depth 

knowledge of their specific teaching subject that enhanced their readiness for the 

classroom. Marissa, Tracey, Arianna and Mariska all majored in the subject that they 

currently teach, so they had an in-depth knowledge of their pedagogical subject area. 

I double-majored in Spanish and French because and that’s what I wanted to 
teach.  I teach Spanish here now. (Marissa) 
 
I double-majored in history and African-American studies. I teach 9th grade 
history now. (Tracey) 
 
I knew I had background knowledge. I know Anatomy and Physiology. I knew 
enough to know Anatomy and Physiology were and what the different systems 
were. (Arianna) 
 
I teach 11th grade English. I also teach Creative Writing as an elective. I had a 
career in journalism (before starting TFA). (Mariska) 
 
Not only did Maria express that her finance and accounting degree from 

Georgetown helped with her math content knowledge, but she asserted that her strength 

as a student contributed to her professional knowledge base as well and thus she 

perceived herself to be better prepared for the classroom. 

Well for senior superlative I was voted Teacher’s Pet. I was always, always a 
straight A student. Like I would bring home a 99.3% in math and my Dad was 
like where is the other .7%. I took 10 APs in school but I took 11 AP tests because 
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I self-studied. I went to Georgetown and graduated Magna Cum Laude. Went to 
Hopkins and graduated Summa Cum Laude-always academic….I was finance and 
accounting at Georgetown. I teach 11th grade Algebra 2 now. (Maria) 
 
Even though Melany did not major in her specialty, she was a native Spanish 

speaker.  

From her perspective, TFA saw that as an advantage to the students and placed her in a 

Spanish content area. Her ability as a native Spanish speaker allowed for her perceptions 

of readiness for the classroom. 

I am from Ecuador...I went to a bilingual school...I thought they (TFA) would 
place me in like politics or like government or history because of my background 
from college but they placed me to teach Spanish which I thought was funny 
because I remember being so upset about like why wouldn’t you place me where I 
can be so much more helpful but they do it because not a lot of people can pass 
the exam and when someone passes the fluency exam they are like just do but I 
don’t regret it.  I teach Spanish 1 and 2 in grades 9-12. (Melany) 
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 Fake it til I make it”: participant agency. Charlotte’s quote regarding her 

perceptions of her first year as a TFA corps member best illustrates this theme. She said 

“so, for me, throw me in the situation and I’m going to fake it till I make it.” More 

specifically, she detailed her perceptions of not being ready for the classroom and her low 

self-efficacy. She noted that once she arrived at her placement school she actively sought 

out experiences that would help her perform better in the classroom. Several participants 

expressed a similar perception of not being ready for the classroom and finding ways to 

enhance their readiness on their own. This theme emerged from the congruence of two 

categories including (a) participant agency to enhance pedagogical content areas (b) 

participant agency through colleague observations. 

Participant agency to enhance pedagogical areas. My thorough analysis of the 

transcripts found a recurring category of agency. As described by participants, they found 

their own ways to fill in their professional knowledge gaps of training by asking 

questions of colleagues, friends, fellow TFA corps members and school administrators. 

Participants noted that they enhanced their knowledge base during training and their first 

year of teaching was to act as agents on their own behalf.  Agency is a person’s ability to 

act on their own behalf with regards to a specific situation (Bandura, 1994). In this way, 

participants discussed ways in which they actively sought ways to increase their teaching 

knowledge. Maria voluntarily and at her own expense spent the summer in an 

international teacher-training program with the intent to increase her professional 

knowledge base. She spent the summer before her second year as a TFA corps member in 

Israel doing teacher training because “I was hell-bent on it’s gonna be better this year. 
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Charlotte expressed a lack of professional knowledge base in her special 

education subject matter and used agency to gain additional professional knowledge from 

a veteran special education teacher in her building.  Charlotte asked the veteran teacher to 

voluntarily “sit in every single IEP meeting with me to make sure I knew what to do.” 

Charlotte attributed her professional knowledge of special education to special education 

teachers in her placement school that she asked to give her guidance in the language and 

logistics of special education. 

In a similar way, Carmen needed specific guidance with teaching her content area 

and sought a TFA alumnus to enhance her professional knowledge in teaching Spanish to 

high schoolers. She stated that there “were no other high school Spanish teachers” in her 

TFA corps   group so she lacked the knowledge in how to teach the subject to her 

students. 

The aforementioned participants actively took the initiative to find ways to 

increase their professional knowledge base.  They utilized agency to seek experiences 

and people on their own that would help them with their pedagogical knowledge. They 

employed agency by seeking these experiences individually and without the help of TFA. 
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Colleague observations. Through data analysis, I saw a consistent discussion 

around the ways in which participants used agency to actively seek colleague classroom 

observations. They noted that once they entered the classroom, they found ways to better 

understand their classrooms by finding classroom observations. These colleague 

observations helped increase their knowledge and self-efficacy in various aspects of the 

classroom. More specifically, participants noted a lack of self-efficacy surrounding 

curriculum and pedagogy as well as diverse classrooms. In this way, they sought 

additional means to increase their knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy.  Additionally, 

they looked for colleagues to work with that they perceived to have the information that 

they sought. Jason expressed the fact that he sought colleagues in his school for 

additional support.  He said, “it is easier to go to people here rather than your TFA.”  

Sheena and Tracey each noted that they felt a lack of self-efficacy and therefore 

sought additional experiences to make-up for what they lacked. They noted that others 

leaving teacher training programs did not have the opportunity for additional 

observations and they expressed an appreciation for having the opportunity to visit other 

classrooms. 

So I got to sit in a cohort with science teachers and math teachers and visit other 
schools and I think there’s such tremendous value in going to somebody that 
came from your same training background and granted you can say they are at a 
charter school but still I can go in and learn some things and I had the connections 
to go do that whereas the other teachers that left their teacher certification 
program it likes once that is over it’s not like any coach is really coming in or that 
you can easily find someone to go observe in another school so I was grateful for 
that.  So the coaching and the getting to observe other teachers. (Sheena) 
 
I would ask for more observation opportunities--observations for me observing 
teachers that are doing it well because you learn a lot from that and more 
opportunities for me to reflect on my own practice. (Tracey) 
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Charlotte, Carmen and Maria all acknowledged that they needed additional 

knowledge about their classroom experiences and felt particularly unprepared for their 

classrooms. They actively sought additional vicarious experiences from veteran 

colleagues that would enhance their own classroom practices. Charlotte felt particularly 

unprepared for teaching special education and found two veteran teacher to observe and 

emulate. In fact, she attributed her success to those teachers rather than to TFA.  

If your ultimate goal is really to ensure that these students are earning a quality 
education are you really preparing us for that and to be honest do I think I was 
prepared for that? No. But as soon as I got here, I reached out to the director of 
special education. By the grace of God I was paired with a veteran teacher. It was 
great because the first day I was like why am I the one with this whole baby and 
she ended up helping me with my IEPs, explaining to me the process. There was 
another lady in the building who sat in every single IEP meeting with me to make 
sure...I tell them all the time that I wouldn’t have been able to make it without 
them. Like this year, I will be a highly effective teacher but it’s not because of 
TFA, it’s because I went out and sought help from everybody I knew that was 
good at what they did. Even like when you are a co-teacher and I don’t agree with 
what this person is doing. I would go see other teachers. The teachers that the kids 
related to and I saw them learning in the classroom I was like what are you doing. 
How did you get to that point? I started reaching out on my own cause I genuinely 
wanted to ensure my kids get a quality education. (Charlotte) 

 
 Maria went into a considerable amount of detail about her lack of knowledge 

regarding pedagogy, specifically behavior management and expressed her use of agency 

to seek out additional observational experiences. She noted that she had not observed a 

teacher during her training and in turn requested observational experiences with a veteran 

teacher that she respected once she entered at her placement school. 

The most helpful part of my own development was the start of this year was that I 
requested to be in this teacher’s classroom. She has been teaching for like 20 
years. She has classroom management like no other. Like kids are scared of her. I 
was like can I just be a fly on the wall and sit in your classroom for that week and 
it completely changed how I teach and I told the principal that. Literally that has 
more important than grad school than anything TFA told me than anything any 
culturally relevant classroom. Just watching another teacher.  I think that is the 
biggest missing piece. What we teach our kids is I do, we do, you do. There is no 
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I do, we do in the TFA model. It is immediately just you do. I have never seen my 
CMA teach. I have never seen any other teacher teach until specifically that 
second year when freshmen come a week early and I was like that week I need to 
be with Miss R. I need to see her teach. Like personally I need to see it done and I 
can replicate it right away too. I never got to see another teacher teach. You have 
to see other people teach. They show you videos. You watch a lot of videos but it 
is different being physically in that classroom watching and Miss R. is a 
phenomenal coach too. She never got to coach me but more importantly than 
getting coached is watching someone else do it. I personally just really need to see 
someone else teach. (Maria) 

 
 Each of the aforementioned individuals used agency by seeking observational 

opportunities from colleagues in their placement school. They requested these 

observational experiences in order to increase their classroom practice. In these 

situations, participants noted that the observational experiences served to positively affect 

their knowledge of the classroom. 

While Liam and Maria did not seek additional observational experiences, they 

discussed how they would have valued spending more time as a student teacher in a 

classroom watching a veteran teacher. TFA’s Summer Institute model included an eight-

week training experience whereby the corps members worked with small classes of 

summer school children (Teach for America, 2013).  This model does not include a 

student teaching component. This differed from traditional teacher education models that 

required students to be student teachers in a classroom observing and working with 

veteran teachers for at least one full semester. Liam and Maria noted that their self-

efficacy could have been higher if they had been given additional observations such as 

student teaching. 

I personally think that teaching is really complex..obviously. It is extraordinarily 
difficult. I always--I am still in favor of some sort of residency model-student 
teaching is basically what I am talking about but I am...looking back I can see the 
value of that and being able to slow-walk that process a little more. (Liam) 
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There has to be some aspect of student teaching. Almost every other program 
other than TFA like you can’t just...sometimes you’ll throw someone into it like 
sink or swim and some people will swim but what’s sad is that you have all these 
sinkers who actually if they just had--I was there for a week-if they just had 
honestly after one day of watching I knew what I was going to change. There has 
to be some form of student teaching observation. That’s just not in our (TFA) 
model at all. (Maria) 

 
 This section highlighted the participant data that acknowledged the importance of 

observational experiences for beginning teachers.  While several participants utilized 

agency and sought out these important observational opportunities, even participants that 

didn’t seek out additional observational opportunities acknowledged the importance of 

observational experiences for first-year teachers. 

 Trained but not enough. The final theme of this study that emerged from my 

data analysis was the concept of completing TFA’s Summer Institute eight-week training 

yet not being completely prepared for all aspects of their classroom experience. 

Participants discussed how they appreciated the training but did not think the time was 

enough. Toma, Cara, Arianna, and Marissa all expressed concerns with the amount of 

training that they had in TFA’s Summer Institute. Toma said “I just don’t think the eight 

weeks is sufficient enough time.”  Cara echoed this sentiment by laughingly exclaiming, 

“I mean-I don’t think eight weeks is long enough-eight years isn’t long enough.” Both 

Arianna and Marissa went into more detail about their opinions of the eight-week TFA 

training program. 

The structure of a program where teachers have an eight week training and then 
they are in front of kids is problematic-as an alum of TFA I have no issue saying 
this was not good. We are literally learning trial by fire….I think they (TFA) try 
to instill in you that you are ready and the reality is that you are not and that first 
quarter of the school year is going to be like complete hell. (Arianna)   
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You can’t cram so much into eight weeks. I think the problem is that in theory it 
sounds great but in reality you can’t do teacher education in eight weeks. 
(Marissa) 

 
These concepts emerged during my data analysis and served as the foundation for the 

theme of trained but not enough. The categories that reflect this theme are (a) lesson 

planning and logistics (b) coaching and feedback (c) teaching experiences during 

Summer Institute (d) curriculum and pedagogy (e) relationships with students (f) 

unexpected school challenges. 

 Lesson planning and logistics. TFA’s Summer Institute included a significant 

amount of lesson planning instruction for the corps members.  In fact, in response to my 

question about the ways in which TFA best prepared them for their classroom experience, 

a large number of participants said that the “actual lesson planning” (Mariska) was an 

important way in which TFA prepared them for the classroom. Janine appreciated “how 

to execute the set-up of the lesson plan”. In addition to the actual planning, Cara and 

Jason appreciated the community of corps members that worked to revise the lesson 

plans together.  

We created lesson plans throughout the duration of the summer school and then 
we would meet as a community to discuss the next steps and do professional 
development. (Cara) 
 
We would go back and write the lesson plans for the upcoming days and getting 
that stuff done.  It was constantly like you go teach, you come back, you are 
working on lesson plans, submit it and then getting feedback and revising from 
the feedback. (Jason) 

 
 Sara appreciated the smaller learning blocks that allowed the groups to spend the 

afternoons doing lesson planning. 

We had 45 min blocks then we would spend the afternoon doing various trainings 
and bare-bones practical things like lesson planning. (Sara) 
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Liam gave a more detailed description of the aspects of lesson planning that he 

appreciated in his professional development.  

Yes, the one thing that I took away from Institute in terms of pedagogy was just 
the lesson plan structure-basic lesson plan structure of hook, introduction to new 
material, guided practice, independent practice, assessment-just that basic 
structure. So from the standpoint of those technical aspects if you will of teaching 
I feel like they hit that home pretty hard and I walked away with that. (Liam) 
 

 Not only did Maggie agree with the aforementioned participants’ thoughts on how 

prepared she felt by TFA’s Summer Institute regarding lesson planning, she also detailed 

how the lesson planning rubric followed her placement district’s rubric.  The similarity 

between TFA’s training in lesson planning and her placement school’s lesson planning 

structure helped her feelings of preparedness for her classroom. 

I remember trainings on how to write lesson plans, all of those very basic things. 
We went through the teaching rubric which ended up being the rubric that we now 
have here in DC essentially and talked about the components of a strong teacher 
and a strong lesson and they helped us sorta plan out what our content would be 
so it was good because we got the seminar style instruction but we also had an 
individual and we were also in smaller groups and I think there were about 10 of 
us in the group to two educators so we had a point person so we could always go 
to and say hey I am doing this and they would check our lesson plans every day 
and sign off on whatever it was that we were going to do the following day of 
class and we would have time to work on that together and then they would teach 
us new things so I felt like constant repetition and review of what even though it 
was a crash course for sure. I mean it had to be. (Maggie) 
 
Analysis of the data indicated that Toma and Charlotte felt as though TFA’s 

training did not prepare them for other logistical aspects of their classroom experiences 

and that there should have been more training in other aspects of basic school logistics.   

It was the protocol and working with documents that was the challenge and the 
process and the procedures. (Toma) 
 
Charlotte expanded her perception of this hole in training as it related specifically 

to her lack of knowledge in special education.  
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I think you should have had all the SPED teachers come and teach us how to write 
an IEP like how to communicate effectively to parents because parents are in 
denial or get frustrated and don’t want to hear about their child..how can you 
come in and be comforting and explain to them that it’s not this terrible thing and 
we all learn different and this is just a paper to help your child access the 
curriculum. I was never taught that type of thing and that is the stuff that I need. I 
wasn’t taught how to write a learning target and then I get in and it’s like you’re 
learning target needs to say this, this and this and I’m like well I know how to 
redirect a child but what does that mean. (Charlotte) 
 
Lesson planning was a way in which several participants felt prepared to teach in 

their placement schools. However, there were other logistical hurdles that participants 

acknowledged as being problematic. They did not feel sufficiently prepared for those 

aspects of the classroom. In this way, they felt as though they were trained but not 

enough for what they needed for the classroom. 

 Coaching and feedback. Participants discussed the significance of TFA coaching 

as well as the feedback provided by TFA coaches in their reflections of training and in 

their classroom experiences. Once TFA placed corps members in their placement 

schools, TFA assigned a coach or Manager of Teacher Leadership and Development 

(MTLD) to visit their classrooms and provide feedback. In this way, Sara identified ways 

that TFA provided coaching that she valued. When the MTLD observed in her classroom, 

she appreciated their feedback. 

The best thing for me was having my coach. But maybe that wasn’t Institute this 
was after I got here but the most, the most helpful thing was anytime anyone from 
TFA came and sat in my classroom they gave me feedback which to me would 
only be enough if it was like once per week or every day. That was the best. 
When my corps member advisory came and sat in the back of my classroom and 
had anywhere from a quick email of feedback to sitting down and talking for a 
long time about stuff. To me that was the most valuable. (Sara) 
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Similarly, Cara valued her MTLD and noted the importance of fostering a 

positive relationship with hers. Just like Sara, she appreciated the communication and 

feedback that she had with her MTLD. 

I benefited because I had a good relationship with mine but I don’t think everyone 
did because they didn’t have the same experience with theirs. Having someone 
there to actually talk them through it as like they wanted to keep them as a 
teacher. (Cara) 
 

 Conversely, while corps members described the value of TFA coaches, Melany 

and Jason acknowledged that they did not get enough support from them. They each 

noted that they utilized MTLD support when they were in their classrooms but their 

MTLD representatives were not in their classrooms enough to provide the needed 

support.  

I would love for my MTLD to come here once a week and give me feedback. 
Realistically, is that going to happen? No and so I have to be very proactive about 
like when do I want you to come observe. Who do I need help with? What do I 
need help with? Which grade levels are the most challenging and I wouldn’t be 
able to know that if it wasn’t for the fact that I had been in the classroom 
before.  (Melany) 
 
It is just hard because when I get observed there are so many things to focus 
on.  In the beginning with my coach, it was all about classroom management. 
That was on my mind a lot.  This year, I had enough support in-house with the 
academic side of things. (Jason) 
 

 Tracey stressed the importance of in-classroom support from a MTLD and 

described the frequency of visits as well as their role; however, she questioned the 

infrequency of the MTLD’s appearance in the classroom and how valuable additional 

support would be to new TFA corps   members. 

I think there needs to be in-classroom support.  Your coach might come to your 
school like once per month.  Some coaches did it with more frequency but like 
once per month is probably ok for a second year corps member but for a first year 
corps member you should probably be there more often especially because you 
only had five weeks of training.  They would come in and they would record you 
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and then you would sit and watch yourself and you would debrief. I think that is 
an important practice and with your reflection. We did a lot of reflection which is 
their strength. But I think if there was more of it the impact would be greater and 
lesson some of the stress on the people doing it the first time.  (Tracey) 
 
Several participants noted the value of coaching and feedback from members of 

their school community not TFA coaches. Both Mariska and Sheena stressed the 

importance of non-TFA coaches that were placement school colleagues. They worked 

with these individuals that provided them with curriculum strategies as well as teaching 

feedback. 

I did have a coach here who was very hands-on.  She definitely helped me 
develop some of the things. A lot of her ideas and instructional strategies I did 
adapt like basic things such as like the Race Model for teaching and how to help 
them (the students) in school.  For example, I wanted to teach a writing lesson and 
I was going to teach them in one swoop and then she said wait why don’t you 
break it up. Then I taught the introduction one day and then the next day I taught 
the next piece and now this is a thing that I do. (Mariska) 
 
That’s why I was grateful for my principal-my former principal who would 
always come in and say here’s what you did well and here’s what you can do 
better. (Sheena) 
 
Maggie and Sofia found value in reaching out to other TFA corps members 

working in the district. They valued them as coaches because there was a common bond 

in the experiences both in the TFA Summer Institute and as a corps member.  

Honestly, the reason I felt successful in that position is that I had an amazing 
(district) based program director and she really knew what she was doing. She had 
been in the classroom for a number of years. She was a former TFA corps 
member so she understood the experience and she knew like what training she has 
gone through and what training we hadn’t gotten and kinda like pieced things 
together that really made it cohesive and she was fantastic at helping me. 
(Maggie) 
 
The biggest help was other TFA members and I do feel like there was a lot of 
TFA vs regular teachers honestly so my biggest helpers were the TFA teachers 
there so they would come and observe us like we paired each other off so like I 
would say that that camaraderie within TFA was very much alive within our 
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school and that’s what kept me from honestly being fired and being here today. 
(Sofia) 
 

 All of the aforementioned participants noted the positive value they placed on 

coaches either from TFA or from the district that helped them handle the classroom.  

They specifically acknowledged the value of these individuals with support surrounding 

curriculum and pedagogy.  They valued their feedback in the classroom. Interestingly, 

participants noted that there was rarely too much coaching. In fact, the data surrounding 

coaching and feedback almost exclusively pointed to the desire for more coaching and 

feedback. The participants discussed that once they entered the classroom they wanted 

more interactions with coaches with additional feedback. 

 Teaching summer school. The relevance of this category emerged through my 

data analysis surrounding the descriptions of participants training experiences. The 

Summer Institute consisted of teaching blocks of up to four hours.  During this time, 

corps members would work with a cohort of summer school students in a classroom.  The 

classrooms were located in various underperforming classrooms throughout the country. 

The corps members were responsible for writing lesson plans and conducting lessons 

with the children in their classrooms (Teach for America, 2018). Mariska and Justin both 

acknowledged the importance of this teaching time and the positive effect this classroom 

experience had on their self-confidence. Both attributed the value of this experience to 

the similarity of the placement classroom and acknowledged that the summer training 

prepared them for the curriculum and pedagogy aspect of their final placement. 

Yes, I just so happen to be working with the same age group children. It was 
actually perfect because it was a mix. It was 10th and 12th graders so it was 
perfect. (Mariska currently teaches 11th and 12th grade students.) 
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I was with high school children. I was actually teaching Geometry too, but that 
was a coincidence.  I got my placement right before I left so they wouldn’t know 
that. So it was 1.5 hours in a classroom and there were other settings when we 
were with the students at lunch and stuff like that.  (Jason discussing how his 
Summer Institute teaching was in the same content area and grade level.) 
 

 Conversely, several participants noted that the TFA Summer Institute classroom 

teaching experiences were quite different than their final placements and adversely 

affected their self-efficacy during their first year of teaching. Moreover, these differences 

contributed to Sara, Arianna, Maria and Sofia feeling unprepared for underperforming 

and diverse classrooms. Both Sara and Maria noted the differences in class size between 

their summer experiences and their final placement school.  Sara talked about the small 

class size as well as the low-energy of the children.  

What would have made it easier was if the teaching environment in Philly-in 
Institute was a little bit-mirrored this a little bit more which I acknowledge that 
can’t just cater everybody’s summer school classroom to real-life but the classes 
were quite small and I think because it was summer school it was just very low 
energy and so one thing that I definitely wasn’t prepared for was having like a lot 
of people, a lot of factors. (Sara) 
 
Similarly to Sara, Maria discussed the differences in the class size as being a 

contributing factor to her feelings of not being adequately trained.  She stressed the 

differences between the TFA Summer Institute and her final placement and even tried to 

request more children during her summer experience. 

I taught a group of 11 students every day for 1.5 hours so it was much lighter than 
my workload here at (in my placement school). I teach-my first year I taught 144 
students. My smallest class was 30. So the first time I taught a full class was my 
first day here and before that the largest class I ever taught was 11 so I think in a 
way with just the group of kids they had in Philadelphia over the summer that was 
the highest number of kids they could give me and I advocated for that. I said I 
wanted more kids. I mean 11 wasn’t realistic. When you are a first year teacher 
for me I truly believe the teacher/student ratio was the number one reason why 
classroom management was hard last year. It’s just teaching a class of 11 11th 
graders are completely different than I had a class of 37 kids like by myself. 
(Maria) 
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 Arianna discussed the differences in behavior management and general classroom 

environment in great detail. She noted the differences in behavior management and the 

expectations of the children in her summer experience versus the students in her final 

placement. In her opinion, the Summer Institute training did not prepare her enough for 

her final placement and contributed to her feelings of not being trained enough. 

A large portion of our training over the summer where we taught in Philly schools 
and those kids and that environment and being in a charter school was completely 
different from being here-completely different. First of all, the students they 
didn’t act like that. I think a part of it was being in a charter school-there is a 
difference therefore their rules were different-those kids were held to different 
expectations whether that be higher or lower-I guess it’s relative to the person. 
But the overall environment was very different. The kids were much more well-
behaved, there weren’t kids walking in and out of the classroom all willy-nilly 
like when they please because there were like hard consequences for them and 
even with the way that they handled their behavior or misbehavior was different. 
Coming here there was like completely different rules. (Arianna) 
 

 Sofia noted the differences between her Summer Institute training in Oklahoma 

and her final placement school and particularly glaring in the areas of diverse classrooms.  

She spent a good portion of her interview discussing these differences and noting that this 

discrepancy accounted for feelings of not being ready when she arrived at her final 

placement school. 

Our training was in Tulsa, OK which I felt like an underrepresentation of our 
student population in (my placement school) because in OK I taught a majority of 
white students. I also taught 4th grade writing even though I was coming to a 
predominantly black and Latino school teaching 8th grade math. My perspective 
was completely skewed because I was not in the same grade, school, not in the 
same subject. I voiced it. This was nothing that was going to prepare me in no 
way, shape or form even the disciplinary-the classroom management was not 
going to be aligned. (Sofia) 
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 Charlotte, Maggie, and Carmen discussed the differences between the Summer 

Institute and their placement in terms of curriculum and pedagogy.  They noted their 

feelings of unpreparedness in those areas. 

So, in Institute I am teaching middle school math and I’m like so hold on I’m 
going to be a special education teacher full-time at a high needs school in (city) 
with like adult children like my size I don’t think I know what I’m doing so I’m 
like waiting for like training day or something like that. No they just threw me in 
the fire. (Charlotte) 
 
There were definitely things that you are not teaching me at all about this but to 
be honest part of what makes my Institute experience so foreign to me is that my 
Institute experience was in a different content from what I ended up teaching and 
so I don’t have something to compare it to. What I did in that 12th grade 
classroom I don’t know if I was doing it the right way because I never did it 
again. I think if I had I was in an elementary classroom and then I taught 
elementary school and then later taught elementary school still then I could 
compare apples to apples a little bit better but right now I am comparing apples to 
oranges because right now I have no idea how to teach 12th graders. (Maggie) 
 
I would get all the Spanish corps members to help them...like 100% cause that’s 
what frustrated me the most. There was so much early elementary stuff-I have no 
idea what that world is like and I feel like there is already enough written for 
them. Then the secondary would be like English, like math which is obviously 
important but it was just frustrating and I guess that’s what comes with teaching a 
language. (Carmen, high school Spanish teacher) 
 

 All of the aforementioned participants acknowledged the importance of the 

Summer Institute training in their feelings of not being fully ready for their placement 

classrooms. As noted by Mariska and Jason whose Summer Institute training experiences 

were similar to their final placements, they felt more prepared for their first-year 

classrooms because of the similarity of their summer experiences. The other participants 

noted that a dissimilar Summer Institute experience did not prepare them for their final 

placements and adversely affected feelings of readiness and preparedness in all not only 

curriculum and pedagogy but also diverse classrooms and in cultural competence. 



120 

Curriculum and pedagogy sessions. Data analysis found that participants 

discussed two important aspects of curriculum and pedagogy that they attributed to their 

TFA’s Summer Institute training. More specifically, they brought up (a) Culturally 

Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) and (b) No-Nonsense Nurturing (NNN). My data analysis 

found that participants discussed the value of both of these curricula techniques in their 

training and their feelings of readiness for the classroom. These two codes came together 

to form the category of Curriculum and Pedagogy Sessions that contributed to the theme 

of ‘trained but not enough.’ 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP). According to participants, TFA utilized 

CRP in their TFA Summer Institute. TFA’s demographic is primarily underperforming 

classrooms with a large number of minority children. CRP is a “student-centered 

approach to teaching in which the students’ unique cultural strengths are identified and 

nurtured to promote student achievement and a sense of well-being about the student’s 

cultural place in the world.” (Teach for America, 2018) TFA’s materials stated that “CRP 

stresses the need for teachers to use their cultural consciousness and critical competence 

to make classroom choices. Ultimately this leads to high academic achievement for all 

students.” (Teach for America, 2018) Several participants stressed the importance of 

learning about CRP during training.  

Several participants spent a considerable amount of the interview time discussing 

their exposure to CRP during the TFA Summer Institute and gave the researcher their 

interpretation of the curriculum.  Each of them noted their understanding of the 

curriculum as well as their appreciation of CRP. Carmen and Maria had not heard of CRP 

before and appreciated TFA’s training in these pedagogical concepts. 
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That was mostly about Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and institutional racism and 
the realities of that in the schools. Some TFA corps members may have been 
exposed to that but for me it was very eye-opening and all very necessary. Their 
own theory revolves around CRP and just working with the populations we work 
with and how to teach to them and how it relates to society and instead of 
bringing them down with this is our way we make it more organic and really help 
them learn not only with our culture but using their own culture and just really 
allowing them and teach them critical thinking and to be masters of their own 
destiny. (Mariska) 
 
I really liked and was surprised by the emphasis on Culturally Relevant Teaching 
or Responsive teaching. Like I had never heard of that before...I went to kinda a 
diverse high school but not really so it was cool to see that we want our students 
to feel like they belong here. That was cool-different (Carmen) 
 
Sara, Charlotte, Toma, and Jason described their interpretations of CRP and how 

this pedagogical concept related to their classrooms and to the students that they were 

teaching.  

So as a corps member we talked about CRP and at Summer Institute we got a 
general overview about like it involves making sure your students are doing well 
academically, have an awareness of who they are and what role society sorts 
forces them to play and then giving space to sorta question that role and just like 
looking critically at race and identity in the world so what else. (Sara) 
 
CRP makes the content relevant to the student. Being conscious of the things that 
I say. Being aware of what’s going on in their lives. What’s going on with them. 
What’s relevant to them and trying to get what I’m teaching. Gearing what I’m 
teaching towards them and making sure it’s relevant which is hard. (Charlotte) 
 
Specifically to embrace the diversity and the culturally responsive teaching 
making sure the curriculum in the schools where the corps members are placed 
into and that need the most assistance.  That we are bringing in the right 
curriculum and have the ability to understand what in addition these students need 
specifically that we are teaching need in order to be successful in addition to the 
curriculum. Understand the philosophy of the state or the school that we are in 
mandates but ensuring we are held accountable and responsible for bringing in 
culturally relevant and culture pieces that students need in order to adapt to the 
high rigor that they are expected to learn. (Toma) 
 
I definitely appreciated all of the conversations around culturally responsive 
teaching. So from the very beginning how do I make culturally responsive 
classroom happen. Before I got in was helpful and then like realizing how 
important that was really helpful. (Jason) 
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Sofia said that CRP was a large part of her training. In fact, she laughingly 

remembered “people being like if I hear those words one more time…” She, on the other 

hand, valued the extra time that TFA Summer Institute spent discussing CRP and went to 

give specific examples of how the pedagogical strategy could be employed in the 

classroom. 

For me, CRP is seeing the demographic where you are working and making the 
learning...honestly it doesn’t make sense for me to talk about cow roping with my 
students because they really don’t know what that is. So giving them material that 
is accessible within the context of where they live, what they know, and what 
they’ve seen. That was a big one and I know that we had a diverse room of 
teachers at the time so everyone had to norm themselves like I’m going to be 
teaching here so what does CRP mean to me was a big topic discussion. (Sofia) 
 

 Not only did Tracy discuss the importance and the specifics of her CRP training, 

but she also noted that CRP was stressed at her placement school as well.  In turn, she 

valued the training sessions around CRP as she felt more prepared for her placement 

district’s use of CRP.  Further, she stated that CRP training was one of TFA’s strong 

points in her training. 

CRP-we did have to learn about that.  We had diverse mass trainings around it. 
We had training meetings and we went back to TFA on the nights and 
weekends.  I trained in Oklahoma. We talked about diversity and privilege and 
bias that we are bringing in ourselves and the trauma that our students are going 
to be facing and how we will internalize that and how we transform your 
teaching.  There are words like transformational change and are just like ding-
ding. That’s what we are trying to do here. It had its own language and make sure 
we are understanding it. I think CRP is a crucial aspect of anyone’s educational 
process.  That was highly emphasized--before we started, during the entire 
training and through our teaching year. We have a lot of CRP trainings from the 
administration here--all schools in (my district) do that. I think CRP was one of 
their (TFA’s) strong points. (Tracy) 
 
TFA’s definition of CRP stated that to be culturally relevant you needed to look at 

race, gender, language, youth, food, style and music within the context of the community 
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in which corps members teach. This concept of community responsiveness means each 

corps member needed to understand the people and history of the neighborhood in which 

they teach (Teach for America, 2017). Sheena noted that there was an absence of that in 

her training. 

One was our orientation took place in Washington, DC at (a large university) so 
we stayed there and there were all these activities that we could do-go to this bar-
go to yoga-go run on the mall and felt like it sounded like a vacation like these 
Harvard kids were coming in like great then they shipped us to Philly and these 
kids were like smacked down-what is happening? One of my complaints to TFA I 
said I feel like you missed an opportunity to do some community mapping. Rather 
than saying to them go run on the mall, let’s get on a bus and we are going to 
drive to SE and we are not going to have a tour guide that’s a white person 
coming in from the outside, we are going to have a local give a tour of the real 
SE. It can be someone who can speak to the areas because the truth is the majority 
of us will be working in areas like (underperforming schools) so I gave that 
feedback and supposedly they started to do something like that. That to me is like 
you are missing and I know that I had that experience because the first I had with 
City Year is one of the first things we do when we came to (a school in the 
neighborhood). Before you even come to school and build relationships with kids 
walk around the neighborhood. Do you even know the ice cream truck guy, do 
you know this person, who is the owner of the store on the block, so we actually 
built some community in that way and that helped frame for me how to approach 
community work and I don’t think TFA did that. That was one of my big 
criticisms. (Sheena) 
 
Several participants noted that TFA’s introduction of CRP was lacking in some 

areas.  
 

More specifically, they noted that CRP did not prepare them fully for their placements. 

They discussed the ways in which they did not feel that the curriculum models fully 

prepared them for underperforming classrooms and diversity. Sheena stressed that TFA 

did not adequately prepare them for teaching in underperforming schools.  In her opinion, 

TFA Summer Institute did not prepare corps members to teach in schools where they did 

not look like their students. 

Maybe they do a great job for preparing teachers for suburban settings but maybe 
not for the urban, inner-city pieces that are necessary-not for the culturally 
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responsive pedagogy and what it looks like to be in a school where you don’t look 
like your students and you are not there to save them and you are there to save 
them and you are there to empower them and you have to come in with a learner’s 
perspective as opposed to I am going to teach you the best way-there are other 
ways. I would say they attempted to talk about diversity and race and what it 
looks like to stand in front of your students who may not look like you. I do think 
they revamped it in its time. I mean I don’t think five weeks is long enough--five 
years isn’t long enough. You are still learning. I feel like the things that I 
criticized I let them know. I sorta have this love/hate relationship with TFA. 
(Sheena) 

 
Melany noted that TFA placed educators in high-need, low-resource classrooms, 

but the majority of TFA corps members come from different backgrounds such as more 

affluent backgrounds.  She questioned if this was effective. 

I think it’s problematic that we are bringing first-time educators into high-need, 
low resource classrooms. A lot of these educators are not from the same 
backgrounds of the kids and they don’t have the knowledge about these policies. 
Is it disproportionately effective? (Melany) 
 

 Liam fit into Melany’s description of a TFA corps member that was dissimilar to 

TFA’s population of students. He acknowledged his affluent background and questioned 

whether TFA prepared him enough for his placement school. 

So I mean I didn’t..I mean I grew up in a pretty affluent area you know a lot of 
my friends’ parents were lawyers or doctors. I certainly didn’t grow up in the 
environment of my students. I think had minimal exposure to communities and to 
neighborhoods that had...that were grappling with some of the issues that my 
students were coming in with, around poverty or joblessness or neighborhood 
violence, unstable housing so you know it’s obviously jarring to dive head-first 
into that which is what TFA sort of at the core of what happens and so it was an 
adjustment, it was a learning experience, it was learning on the fly, it was trial by 
fire, it was extremely difficult. Did they fully prepare us? We did obviously spend 
these sessions talking about issues of equity and CRP and like I said I think a fair 
number of them were pretty well-designed I thought and we would talk about 
these issues-we would talk about racism and kinda how that is going to impact 
your interactions with your students-is going to sometimes impact micro decisions 
that you are making on the fly and the importance of being aware of that and 
trying to arrest some of those problems before they start to have broader 
implications for your practice so but again you know I think we--it’s hard to 
prepare people for that before they’re in it. (Liam) 
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 In a similar way, Arianna noted that she came from a very different 

socioeconomic status as compared to her students in her placement school yet she still 

looked like them.  She discussed TFA’s specific training around diversity and culturally 

relevant pedagogy and how it was not enough. 

I think that making it known that this is not a 100% effective or foolproof because 
it’s not the case. They tried to teach cultural competency to people but I don’t 
think-I think it can be better developed and I don’t want to come down on them 
cause it’s like I don’t have the answer for them but I just felt that they had white-
affinity spaces and black spaces and stuff and a lot of times this was like a cry 
session and it was almost predictable what you can imagine what white people 
were talking about in their space and almost predictable what people who identify 
as minority population are talking about in this space and I don’t see how that’s 
helping and I don’t see how this hour of it’s unfair to be this and I got….things 
that we already know I don’t see how that’s helping so I think they can redevelop 
that portion of training that would help because that didn’t help me with the kids 
that I’m dealing with...one thing it did help me with was realizing that my black is 
not their black because there’s more to it than that. There is socioeconomic status 
and all this stuff but I think that can be better developed. (Arianna) 
 

 Tracey reflected upon TFA’s training around culture, diversity and CRP and 

noted that from her perspective people from high socioeconomic areas regardless of color 

did not understand the message regarding privilege and culture.    

Yes corps members that were people of color were really able to get the message 
and understand but TFA did a privilege walk with the corps members and I think 
that was a wake-up call for anyone in the corps that comes from a high 
socioeconomic status or that may be white but sometimes I feel like there wasn’t 
enough training for them around areas of culture and around things that may be 
culturally insensitive. They would talk about it like I have no idea how to relate to 
this student and it is just like you don’t look like them and your experiences are 
completely different from their experiences. You just have to learn how to 
empathize.  It doesn’t mean you can’t. It just means you have to struggle and 
wrestle with it a little bit before you are able to. I think they are working on 
making sure all corps members are prepared for it. I would definitely say we had 
people quit early that didn’t have any experience with the background. (Tracey) 

 
Similarly, Marissa noted the ineffectiveness of TFA’s Summer Institute CRP 

training and stressed that more training is necessary.  
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We would have diversity sessions on Culturally Responsive Pedagogy that were 
not very effective. It would make the white corps members feel guilty and the 
black corps   members angry. I don’t think that is something you can cram into 8 
weeks while you are sleep-deprived, while you are going through all these other 
sessions.  I think that is something developed throughout the year. You can’t just 
do this half hour diversity training. (Marissa)  
 

 The section above discussed the data surrounding CRP. My data analysis found 

that despite the training received in CRP, some participants do not feel adequately 

prepared for their placement schools.  In this way, they noted the holes in training 

surrounding CRP and the ways in which they felt unprepared.  In addition, they discussed 

the how the training could have been better in this area. 

No-Nonsense Nurturing (NNN). Another foundational pedagogical theory and 

methodology that participants noted from the Summer Institute was No-Nonsense 

Nurturing (NNN).  This approach to classroom management demands high expectations 

by only praising outstanding efforts without using words like please in a teacher’s verbal 

interactions. This tool stressed engagement over compliance and is used primarily in 

underperforming classrooms. Participants stressed the importance of this mechanism in 

TFA’s Summer Institute training. Both Mariska and Jason explained that NNN involved 

a balance between being strict and understanding. 

They did have us do some stuff on classroom preparations like No-Nonsense 
Nurturing that I completely adapted and that is the balance between being sweet 
and loving and being no-nonsense like I am not playing. (Mariska) 
 
It (NNN) is the behavior management style that TFA recommends and uses as far 
as holding kids accountable and being understanding and nurturing at the same 
time.  The best way to find the right spot on the pendulum between really strict 
and being really understanding and where’s the balance? (Jason) 
 

 Both Arianna and Charlotte expanded on the use of NNN and why this type of 

behavior management works in this particular population.  Arianna noted that since her 
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students had some additional challenges in their lives, a more positive approach to 

interacting with the students proved more effective. 

A lot of No-Nonsense Nurturing was model based so a lot of it was giving 
constructive feedback but in a way that’s more than good job Lisa because you 
want to give a reasoning behind it. So like behavior management is like always be 
clear on what your expectations are and then go from there. Try to always flip a 
negative into a positive. You are not always giving the negative version of 
everything because sometimes you are working with students that have lived the 
hard knock life. There’s already life beating on them. They don’t need you doing 
that as well. So instead of saying I will take points off whatever you will say 
points will be given if you do this positive behavior. Instead of saying good job 
Lisa you would say good job Lisa for working with your partner on answering 
this question you know there has to be more behind it so those behavior 
management skills were inter-weaved throughout but that was a large part of it. 
(Arianna) 
 
Charlotte expanded on this concept of NNN by discussing how she interpreted it 

in her classroom.  In her opinion, despite the hardships that the students are dealing with, 

she sets high expectations for them and nurtures their education.  

One thing I did appreciate was the No-Nonsense Nurturing where like love your 
kids, love on your kids but make sure you set high expectations. So like if the kids 
come in my room everyday like oh Miss B. I had a bad day can I not do my work. 
Hey like what’s going on? I am sorry that you had a bad day but we have no time 
to waste right. That’s one thing especially in the beginning. I wanted to create a 
sense of urgency around education for my kids and let them know yeah I’m cool, 
we can rap it up in the hallways but as soon as the bell rings you come in. Like I 
explain to my kids all the time. Your education is very important and I am going 
to treat it like it’s very important. I want you to know that I am here to educate 
you. Like we can be friends and we can be cool, but I have a job and you have a 
job and my job is to make sure you get your job done. I’m doing this because I 
care about you. They’ll be like Miss B. now my bad---I got you. So No-Nonsense 
Nurturing I think that helped.  (Charlotte) 
 
My data analysis indicated that despite being trained in No-Nonsense Nurturing, 

several participants did not feel fully prepared for behavior management issues in their 

placements. More specifically, Jason and Melany noted that they were underprepared for 

the differences in the issues surrounding the needs of children in their underperforming 
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and diverse classrooms. In response to the question regarding his biggest challenge in the 

classroom, Jason responded that behavior management was a big challenge. 

Probably what everybody thinks and says-classroom management and 
behavior.  There are certain things that you just have to learn by doing.  We talked 
about consequences, and have a vision before you come in. I was taught all of that 
stuff but you don’t really know.  You don’t see the full scope of it until you just 
do it. You make the mistake until you realize oh students aren’t coming with a 
pencil every day and I need to have a system of how students get pencils when 
they need them.  Just an infinite amount of things like that that you don’t learn 
until you are doing. I wished I had been more prepared in that area, but I 
recognize that you can only prepare people so much. I think some people got 
frustrated because they weren’t prepared in this way. (Jason) 
 
I wished there were more talks about in terms of classroom management there 
needs to be so much more focus on that from day 1 (of training) because my 
summer school was at a charter. It’s very different here in terms of classroom 
management. (Melany) 
 
Several participants noted that they changed or altered the implementation of 

NNN to fit their teaching styles. Sara described TFA Summer Institute teaching her NNN 

in a very robotic way and not feeling very natural with that type of behavior management 

technique. In her current placement school, she described using a positive language in her 

behavior management style that feels more natural. 

In terms of behavior management they talked a lot about positive narration. At the 
time the way they presented it made me feel very robotic. Once I got here 
(placement school) and I like found ways to use positive language in a way more 
natural way than they wanted me to do, I was like oh ok fine. (Sara) 
 

 Tracey elaborated on her opinion of behavior management in the classroom. 

While she acknowledged that TFA “armed her with a bunch of best practices”, they 

acknowledged that there was not one way to handle a situation. In her opinion, a teacher 

must find his or her own voice in the classroom. 

What I learned from that is there is not a script someone can follow for classroom 
management.  Like they tried--they armed us with a bunch of best practices but 
they told us that you need to figure out what works for you. This teacher might 
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not have a strong voice so they may need to use other social cues in order to 
maintain that classroom environment. This teacher may have a super strong voice 
so her procedures may not be listed clearly in the room because she can gain their 
attention just by saying stop talking. It is literally about someone’s presence in the 
room. (Tracey) 
 

 Melany went into considerable detail regarding her negative opinion of NNN. She 

noted that TFA Summer Institute taught them to use narration but in a monotone way 

with the students. She considered herself an animated individual that found this type of 

behavior management strategy as very challenging for her. She felt as though TFA 

Summer Institute coaches had an issue with her inability to put NNN into practice. 

It’s a lot of NNN which I am not a fan of because I think it’s a lot, a lot of it 
focuses on.....narration. I think the issue is that it makes people so much more 
robotic instead of saying like I know they had an issue with me whenever 
we...they made us practice like giving the kids directions and my voice is very 
high-pitched and it’s very hard for me to find a flat tone. (I am ) animated. Does it 
matter what my intonation sounds like..no absolutely not. It’s going to matter how 
the kids are feeling. So the focus on NNN-I always had a lot of issues with that. 
(Melany) 
 

 Charlotte interpreted TFA Summer Institute NNN training as a way to control 

children. As an example, she relayed a story whereby she organized a math game in her 

classroom that became a little rowdy and security came in.  Administrators admonished 

the game and told her to keep better control of her classroom. 

Institute was crazy because like on Fridays I would do games with my kids. Like 
educational games. They would get crazy-they were excited. One day we were 
playing a game and it was the boys vs. the girls and it was some math game and 
the score was really, really close. My kids weren’t rowdy-they were excited about 
math. I took points away because the boys did something wrong and everybody 
starts screaming and then security starts running down. Then I had to have a 
meeting and they said I had to have better control of my classroom. I’m like you 
don’t know. A lot of Institute was  teaching us how to control the kids and to be 
honest I didn’t like Institute. (Charlotte) 
 

 Carmen noted that TFA Summer Institute did quite a bit of NNN training, but she 

did not have a good experience utilizing this strategy in her summer classroom. She 
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described a teaching incident during training where a coach asked her to reset her 

classroom and she did not agree that the class needed to be reset. She felt as though TFA 

was training cookie cutter teachers. In turn, she formulated her own behavior 

management strategy once she entered her placement school. 

They did a lot of No-Nonsense Nurturing training. I remember one specific 
incident which I will remember forever. My coach told me I had to reset in the 
classroom. No one was disruptive or disrespectful...nothing to the extent that I 
thought I have to reset so I remember I was not forced but strongly suggested to 
do it. I hated it. I felt like awful doing it. He observed me and said what’s wrong 
because I was just like that’s not who I am. I was being super-stern with them and 
doing everything TFA wanted me to do and I like hated it. Sometimes I feel like 
that’s what TFA does... I really disliked that and definitely did not adopt that 
when I started in my own classroom....I don’t think teachers are like cookie cutter. 
I have classroom management-I have skills. It’s not like stern….we are doing this 
when I say this. That doesn’t feel natural to me. (Carmen) 
 

 Data analysis found that NNN was a topic that almost all participants addressed. 

Several noted the importance of this pedagogical strategy as a behavior management 

technique and valued training in NNN. However, participants noted that despite the 

training they had some issues with NNN. In some cases, participants noted that they were 

not trained enough for their classroom and in other cases they did not utilize NNN 

because they did not like the technique. In some cases, participants changed their 

behavior management techniques completely. 
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Relationships with students. Overwhelmingly, participants expressed the 

importance of their relationships with students. 12 of the 17 participants noted the value 

of these relationships. Further, they stressed the importance of these relationships to the 

success of their pedagogical teaching strategies as well as overall classroom management. 

They believed that that the facilitation of positive teacher/student relationships led to 

feelings of positive self-efficacy and preparedness for their classroom experiences. 

Despite the almost universal importance placed on facilitating student relationships, my 

data analysis found that participants noted the absence of this concept during training. 

Maria expressed the lack of TFA training specifically in how to develop 

relationships with students. She acknowledged that “teaching relationships is something 

very hard to teach” because “every teacher is different”, but she professed her happiness 

at working on relationships with students and how strong she felt they were by the end of 

her first year.  In addition she was proud that many of her students that “actually 

requested to move up with me to Calculus.” Since that course was not required for 

graduation, she felt as though that occurred because of the strong relationships she had 

with the students. 

In a similar way, Carmen discussed the absence of student relationships training 

during TFA Summer Institute. In particular, she said “I don’t think we ever got this is 

how we build strong relationships.” She expressed that “I don’t know if there’s 

instructions on building relationships with people.” She noted that having these 

relationships with students allows her to have good behavior management in the 

classroom. She said, “what works for me is building strong relationships with students 
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because if they know that I care about them then they are going to listen to me and they 

are going to you not to say that I let them walk all over me.”  

 Cara detailed her teaching philosophy as valuing the relationships to her students.  

She expanded on her role as “being more than just a teacher to them.” She contended that 

she must develop a relationship with them to help build trust and described herself as a 

social worker, mom, auntie, grandma, mentor and big sister. 

 Tracey believed that building strong relationships was one of her first goals in the 

beginning of the school year.  She purported that strong relationships build trust and 

allow the children to respect her more. For that reason, she spent the first few weeks of 

the academic year building strong relationships through team-building activities.  

I really make it an effort to build relationships with my kids early on in the year 
before I just know that they will not listen to you if they don’t respect you and the 
relationships cannot be an artificial one.  You need to know them and how they 
will respond. The first few weeks of school, I do a lot of team building-getting to 
know each other. Studying boundaries together instead of me saying just do this 
and I try to make myself present--not just for my kids but also for other kids in the 
school. (Tracey) 
 

 While Sheena also described “relational capacity” as important to her connection 

with students, she defined her role as not trying to save children.  Instead she wanted to 

empower them. 

Relational capacity is really important to me. I try to build relationships with my 
kids. I try to follow through with what I say. I’m gonna do-I recognize that it’s not 
my place to save. It’s a lot easier to empower when you are not trying to save. Of 
course you want to save your kids from making bad decisions but really I want to 
empower them to recognize why it’s a bad decision to make in the first place and 
honestly just saying yes year in and year out. (Sheena) 

 
Jason described how proud he was to connect with students as the LGBT liaison 

in his placement school.  He believed that connecting with his students on this level can 

build relationships with them and help them relate to him.  
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Something I am proud of is talking about sexuality and gender with students.  I 
am the LGBT liaison for the school. I think that something as simple as my thumb 
nails painted because I do that sometimes and the conversations you have with 
kids that look I am still a boy with my thumbnails painted and that is ok.  For the 
kids, this is a gay person that cares about me and may break some of the norms 
that I am used to and then reinforces some things that I know. I think that when I 
reveal some aspects of myself some kids can relate to that. (Jason) 
 
Just as Jason connected with students on a more personal level, Charlotte 

expressed a similar opinion. She noted that she allows students to connect with a look 

into her personal life.  In this way, she believed that students see her “real-life 

personality” at all times and allowed her to build stronger connections with her students. 

Me just being me in the classroom is my biggest strength. A lot of people just say 
that you have this teacher personality and then you have this real-life personality 
but all I know is I am the same in the classroom, amongst my peers, and on the 
weekends. I allow my kids to follow me on Instagram and people are like you are 
crazy but I will go to a cool museum and the kids are like Miss B. I saw you at the 
museum this weekend and then that’s the conversation piece and like me opening 
up my life to them has allowed me to build really strong relationships. I think 
that’s my strength. (Charlotte) 
 

 In Charlotte’s opinion, her young age served as another reason that she is able to 

connect to her students.  She felt as though her students see some common interests and 

thus respond better to her. 

I think my age too. (Students say) Oh she’s young. She’s just out of high school. 
She may listen to the same music as me. So someone may tell them to go to class 
and they may give pushback and I may be like man go to class and they are like 
ok only because it’s you Miss B. (Charlotte) 
 
Arianna expressed the same perspective by stating that she connects with her 

students because of her young age.  More specifically, she explained that being corny and 

silly helps with those relationships. By relating to her students through music and their 

culture, she builds strong relationships that enables her to guide them in the college 

process. 
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I am corny. I am silly. I acknowledge that I am young. I don’t try to come off a lot 
older but I do try to have them respect me. There’s a difference between being 
relatable and being like I’m not your friend from around the block but like I’ve 
heard of half the stuff they are talking about. I know who Gucciman is and all 
this. Sometimes they play music and I sing along and they say what you know 
about that Miss E. and I’m like I know more than you think young buck so I really 
think it’s that idea of like I’ve been to college. The students I’m teaching a lot of 
them are college bound so I can sit down and say listen this is the real...We have 
to get all of this out of the way but let me tell you why they are pushing you to do 
FAFSA you are going to be broke. I mean just getting down to their level. I think 
I’m very good at doing that because it’s easier for me. (The students say) I 
definitely can talk to Ms. E because she’s like showing me. (Students see) Miss E 
as a person as well as Miss E as a teacher. (Arianna) 
 

 Just as Arianna, Charlotte, and Jason connected with their students on a more 

personal level, Maggie stated that she had several strategies that helped with build 

relationships.  In her opinion, building relationships especially with children in her 

underperforming classroom helped achievement.  For that reason, she spent time with her 

elementary students on weekends having milkshakes and reading books or walking them 

home from school to help working parents. 

This idea of you first and foremost you need to form relationships with these kids 
in order to make these high achievements happen. Like getting to know my 
students every year and better involved in their lives especially with my kids who 
came from low-income families. I would pick-up my students for milkshakes and 
books on the weekends. We would go read together. It was another way for me to 
go make sure to check-in and make sure they are ok and even further than what I 
was required to do and then I would walk some of my kids home sometimes to 
make sure they got where they needed to go when their parents weren’t able to for 
whatever reason. Yes, we did a lot of relationship building.  (Maggie) 
 

 Melany described her role as a Latino teacher with her Latino students as an 

important one. She credits this connection as one reason behind her positive relationships 

with both students and parents.  She relayed a specific connection with a parent that only 

spoke Spanish and how important that was for communication between student, teacher 

and parent. 
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I think a lot of my kids have not had a Latino teacher before and that means a lot 
to them because being able to speak Spanish and have parent/teacher conferences 
and these kids--you know I have had parents who are like before this we couldn’t 
talk to someone in Spanish. I had a really good moment-she said to her Dad when 
I grow up I want to be like Senorita S. (Melany) 
 

 The importance of student relationships resonated throughout data analysis. The 

voices of many participants spoke of the value of these relationships and elaborated on 

the importance of developing positive teacher-student interactions. While participants 

explained how they learned to connect with students in their classrooms and provided 

interesting anecdotal ways in which they build relationships, my data analysis found that 

participants did not get these techniques during TFA Summer Institute training. Rather, 

they developed their strategies surrounding the importance of developing positive student 

relationships on their own.  
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Unexpected school challenges. My data analysis uncovered several school 

challenges that participants felt unprepared to handle. From their perspective, TFA 

training did not empower them to manage these issues. These challenges included (a) 

school violence and safety (b) school politics (c) socioeconomics and lifestyle differences 

(d) special education.  They noted that TFA did not address those potential problems and 

consequently they felt unprepared to handle these concerns.  

School violence and safety. Cara, Maria and Sheena expressed feeling unprepared 

for issues around violence and safety in their classrooms and schools. First, Maria felt 

resentful of TFA Summer Institute training for not preparing her better for her placement 

school’s culture. She felt as though her “safety was constantly in danger” and “I was 

kinda resentful of TFA because they knew that and nothing was really being done.” She 

delineated issues with police and “a kid brought a gun to school” and into “my 

classroom” 

Cara explained her frustration in handling issues around violence and safety. She 

said she had a student “locked up for murder charges.” Further, she detailed how 

emotional she became by reading a biographical writing assignment she gave her high 

school English students during the first week of school.  

I went home in tears because I made them write about their lives the first week so 
that I can get to know them not knowing what they would share and it broke me 
down. (Cara) 
 
Sheena described a very recent event of school violence where her former student 

allegedly shot another student.  She expressed how chaotic that situation made the school. 

There is a lot of chaos in the community for example I lost a former student three 
weeks ago-he was shot in the face. We lost another student two weeks ago and 
then we found out yesterday that the suspect in that shooting is one of my current 
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students. I taught him as a sophomore and a freshman and he’s currently in jail. 
(Sheena) 
 
School politics. Arianna discussed feelings of being unprepared for the politics of 

her school and her district. She noted that “I didn’t realize coming into the teaching world 

there’s a lot more than teaching students, you have to deal with administration.” She 

noted that she made some mistakes, but “I am so much better than I was before. That’s 

been a growth for me.” Further, she discussed that there are school and district issues that 

she did not expect and that have caused her some anxiety.   

This year, my first, has had ups and downs. Not necessarily because of the school 
directly but because of a lot of situations that have been happening lately 
involving the school but also within the district itself so it’s been very much a 
learning experience. It’s been a little anxiety-ridden for a long time because I 
didn’t know how involved I was going to get in it and I was like I’m just trying to 
teach-I’m just trying to you know do my part and stuff and I don’t want to get 
dragged into something that is political and stuff so it is definitely had its highs 
and lows but I think overall the students as a whole have been what kept me 
going. (Arianna) 
 
Socioeconomics and lifestyle differences. Arianna, Marissa and Janine each 

discussed the ways in which they felt unprepared for the socioeconomics and lifestyle 

differences issues in their placement schools. They expressed a lack of cultural 

competence surrounding issues of poverty in terms of low-attendance, drug issues, and 

lack of nutrition. 

Arianna explained that she did not realize that excessive absences would be a 

problem that “really affects your ability to teach effectively.” She rationalized low-

attendance with her students “living in unimaginable circumstances”, but she kept asking 

“how do I let them see that education is important as well?” 

It’s so hard being that tough love kinda teacher because you want to feel bad but 
then you also don’t want students to like take advantage of that. You can’t use 
certain things as a crutch for your entire life….or make excuses for at a certain 
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point sometimes those things are abused. That’s been really, really hard to deal 
with. Really hard to deal with because I have students that are so intelligent and 
have so much potential but they just like either don’t see the point in it because 
it’s just like there’s no one around really telling them or trying to stress the 
importance of it or just have other things to deal with or just can’t. I have tried to 
work around it whether it’s giving kids the opportunity to make-up work or 
whatever the case may be but it’s hard it’s really, really hard. (Arianna) 
 

 Marissa discussed the challenges she faced concerning cultural differences.  She 

said that understanding “what the students really go through--that was a wake-up call. I 

had no preparation.” She stressed that TFA Summer Institute did not provide enough 

information and training to fully prepare her for what her students dealt with on a daily 

basis.  

There were suicidal second graders, parents coming into school on drugs, children 
not eating and not having enough food. You have children whose parents went 
through the crack epidemic of the 80s and you just have no idea what impact that 
would have on the children.  I mean I could write a book. There was no way to 
prepare for the emotional background--forget about the academics because many 
of them were in survival state. (Marissa) 
 

 Similarly, Janine expressed a lack of understanding around “the mentality of 

poverty.” She denoted a wish that TFA Summer Institute better prepared her for the 

issues of students and families living in poverty.  

The mentality of poverty.  It is a completely different mindset--it is all 
present/present--maybe you help me I help you sometimes.  Like getting some 
background information. I had no idea about that whole area. That is the biggest 
the social-emotional, the family relationships. (Janine) 
 
Special education. Maggie stated that TFA did not provide the necessary training 

in her special education classroom.  Specifically, she expressed a lack of training in how 

to handle student violence. She provided a specific example of a violent episode in the 

classroom surrounding a child with an IEP.  

I remember my very first day in my placement school This little boy one of my 
IEPs had an emotional disturbance and took another student around the neck and 
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threw him up against the locker and I said what did I sign up for and I had no idea 
what to do. Do I get in the middle of them or do I not?  Do I...thank goodness 
there was another adult in the room at the time, but you know scenarios like that 
would have been helpful. At that moment I was like ok I have no idea what was 
going on. They didn’t go over violent experiences and I didn’t expect that to be an 
issue in third grade because they are so little still. (Maggie) 

 

All of the above issues reflected participants’ voices concerning specific 

circumstances for which they did not feel prepared to handle. They each noted the lack of 

TFA training in these areas and reflected upon the need for more training to handle these 

challenging circumstances. In all instances, participants were faced with the reality of 

these issues once they entered their placement schools and did not have the strategies in 

place to adequately combat the problems. 

Findings for research question 1: What shaped TFA corps members’ first year 

professional knowledge base and practice at the conclusion of their training and 

during their first year of teaching? 

 The remainder of this chapter details the alignment of the themes and categories 

discussed within the previous sections with the research questions. For research question 

1, I sought to answer the following: What shaped TFA corps members’ first year 

professional knowledge base and practice at the conclusion of their training and during 

their first year of teaching? Shulman and Shulman (2004) defined a professional 

knowledge base as: 

A knowledge base of teacher educators is a structured and easily accessible 
collection of knowledge of the professional community. It includes theoretical, 
pedagogical and practical knowledge, and offers teacher educators the opportunity 
to confirm, interconnect, share and develop their professional knowledge, vision, 
motivation and practices. 
 

In this way, an analysis of participants’ responses indicated the following categories that 

aligned to this question were (a) participants personal educational experiences in 
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preschool through 12th grade (b) prior classroom and work/volunteer experiences (c) 

content knowledge (d) participant agency to enhance pedagogical knowledge (e) 

participant agency though colleague observations (f) lesson planning (g) curriculum and 

pedagogy training. 
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 Participants’ personal educational experiences in preschool through 12th 

grade. My data analysis found that participants expressed their own experiences as 

foundational for their knowledge base. As Sara explained, her “high school experience 

was very formative as to why I am here now.” Sara’s explanation as to her reason for 

becoming a teacher being attributed to her being a teacher was echoed by many other 

participants. Overwhelming, the participants expressed a genuine love for schooling as 

well as a discourse surrounding their own successes in school. Further, participants such 

as Carmen and Melissa discussed influential guidance counselors that motivated them 

and helped pave their way to college. In turn, these positive educational experiences 

served as a foundation for their own professional knowledge base in their classrooms in 

that each participant utilized their own classroom experiences as a way to lay the 

foundation for the practical side of teaching as well as beginning of their professional 

knowledge base. 

 Prior classroom and work/volunteer experiences. This category served to 

address research question 1 in that participants discussed various ways that these 

experiences served to lay a foundation in their professional knowledge base.  My data 

analysis found that participants attributed a variety of prior experiences to the 

development of their foundational knowledge in education. They discussed working with 

children in camps, other classrooms, churches, workshops and a research laboratory as 

being important to understanding children and education. Marissa explained her 

background educational base as being formative to her understanding of the classroom. 

I have always been doing something in education somehow ever since I was in 
high school. I did workshops around the city on domestic violence. I had a 
summer job where I was giving students financial literacy workshops. I have 
always enjoyed interacting with people and teaching. (Marissa)  
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Several participants echoed Marissa’s opinion regarding previous educational 

experiences as being foundational to their educational knowledge. More specifically, 

Arianna discussed her paraprofessional special education experience in New York City 

Public Schools as being pivotal in her knowledge about the classroom and students as 

well as special education.  

Melany, Carmen and Cara detailed their pivotal experiences working with at-risk 

populations as being extremely pertinent when considering their current placement 

schools.  Melany’s mentoring and teaching work with Somali refugees served as a 

catalyst for her to begin her teaching career and mirrored her current high school 

placement. In a similar way, Carmen and Cara expressed previous classroom work that 

mirrored their current at-risk populations. They discussed how their high school and 

college experiences working in underperforming schools allowed them to work with 

similar demographics as they see in their current schools.  

One significant portion of this category that referred to this research question and 

was foundational to a professional knowledge base was four participants participation in 

a particular one-year AmeriCorps volunteer program called City Year.  In a similar way 

to TFA, this program employed individuals with non-teaching bachelor’s degrees and 

placed them in underperforming classrooms throughout the country.  There are two 

significant differences between this program and TFA. First, this program is an unpaid 

volunteer position and second, participants are not the head teacher in their placement 

classrooms. Instead, they are assistant teachers for the full year during which they 

observe the classroom teacher and assist them with all of their duties. Sara said “City 

Year was huge” and Jason, Sheena and Melany echoed that sentiment by acknowledging 
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the value of that experience as a foundational way to build professional knowledge. 

Sheena said “if you do City Year before you go into the classroom you just do better 

because you have a year to be in the trenches and a year to interact with students.”  

 While Toma and Maria did not work in classrooms, they were career-switchers 

that attributed their knowledge base to working in corporations. Toma believed that 

managing a large staff in a corporation was similar to managing a classroom of students.  

Similarly, Maria believed that working on Wall Street and teaching incoming finance 

analysts could be compared to working in a classroom and teaching children. In their 

opinion, working in these settings laid the foundational educational base for their 

placement classroom experiences.  

 In this section, each of the participants described various previous work and 

volunteer experiences that they perceived to have enhanced their professional knowledge 

base. Their personal experiences working in classrooms, camps, churches, laboratories 

and corporate settings laid the foundation for a professional knowledge base that carried 

into their classroom placements. Each participant expressed the value of these 

experiences in their classrooms.  
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Content knowledge. Content knowledge refers to an in-depth understanding of 

the content area being taught. In this way, this category applied to this research question 

because an understanding of the subject being taught is necessary for a professional 

knowledge base. Marissa, Tracey, Arianna and Mariska all had bachelor’s degrees in the 

subjects that they taught. Arianna, a college biology major, explained that “I knew I had 

background knowledge. I know Anatomy and Physiology.”  

While Melany did not major in her teaching subject, she was born in Ecuador, 

went to a bilingual school and was a native Spanish speaker, so she felt as though her 

knowledge of the Spanish content area that she taught was important. Her thorough 

understanding of Spanish empowered her to have a strong content knowledge of her 

classes. In turn, this strong content knowledge translated to a professional knowledge 

base of not only Melany but also Marissa, Tracey, Arianna, and Mariska. 
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 Participant agency to enhance pedagogical knowledge. As the aforementioned 

section noted, participants valued the importance of their own pedagogical knowledge for 

their classrooms. My data analysis found that participants often expressed how they 

combated the holes in their professional knowledge base. More specifically, they 

discussed independently seeking ways to fill these professional knowledge holes. The 

data for this category specifically addressed research question 1 in that participants 

employed agency to shape their own professional knowledge base. In this way, they acted 

on their own behalf to enhance their professional knowledge base specifically with 

regards to pedagogical knowledge. Further, this category addressed this research question 

because participants did not realize that they were not fully prepared for their placements 

until they entered their classroom and in turn sought out other experiences to increase 

their professional knowledge base. In other words, they left training feeling prepared, but 

began teaching and realized that they needed additional training in pedagogical 

knowledge. 

Participants noted several ways that they acted as agents. Maria traveled to Israel 

at her own expense to attend a teacher-training institute that she used to enhance her 

classroom teaching. In another way, Charlotte perceived herself to lack specific 

knowledge of special education so she sought guidance from a veteran teacher that 

helped her during IEP meetings and in the specific language surrounding special 

education. Similarly, Carmen needed specific help with teaching Spanish to her students. 

She sought another teacher’s help with her Spanish subject area.  In this way, all three 

participants perceived themselves to lack sufficient professional knowledge and thus 

pursued other avenues to enhance their teaching abilities by attending non-TFA institutes 
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as well as seeking colleague support. All three individuals perceived their understanding 

of their agency to enhance their pedagogical knowledge and thus positively affected their 

classroom teaching experiences. 

Participant agency through colleague observations. My data analysis found 

one very specific way that participants utilized agency to enhance their professional 

knowledge base. In instances where they felt as though they did not have enough 

professional knowledge, participants sought observational opportunities in colleague 

classrooms. This category specifically applied to research question 1 in that participants 

left training and entered their placement classrooms and realized they needed more 

training to shape their own professional knowledge base and then sought colleague 

observational experiences from veteran teachers that they perceived to help them increase 

their professional knowledge. Charlotte best illustrated this point by explaining how she 

lacked sufficient professional knowledge in special education and teaching overall. She 

expressed how she utilized other colleagues.  

I went out and sought help from everybody I knew that was good at what they 
did. I would go see other teachers. The teachers that the kids related to and I saw 
them learning in the classroom. I was like what are you doing? How did you get 
to that point? (Charlotte) 
 
Similarly, once Maria realized that she may not have had a strong enough 

professional knowledge base, she requested to observe in a colleague’s classroom. She 

noted the importance of that time as an observer and reflected that “it completely changed 

how I teach.” Both Maria and Charlotte exemplified the use of agency in enhancing their 

professional knowledge base through observations in colleague classrooms. 
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 Lesson planning. Participants stressed the importance of a specific foundational 

tool in their professional knowledge base. That tool was the skill of lesson planning. The 

inclusion of lesson planning during their training shaped their knowledge around 

structuring their lessons in their placement classrooms. While Mariska, Janine, Cara and 

Jason all expressed the value of lesson planning techniques as foundational to their 

professional knowledge base, Liam provided a concise reference to lesson planning that 

shaped his professional knowledge. He said “the one thing I took away from Institute was 

just the lesson plan structure…those technical aspects if you will of teaching I feel like 

they hit that home pretty hard and I walked away with that.”  

The category of lesson planning aligned with research question 1 in that 

participants referred to this aspect of teaching as helping to shape their professional 

knowledge base. Moreover, they attributed this technical aspect of teaching as important 

to their teaching careers and their placement schools. Participants stressed that lesson 

planning was a foundational skill that contributed to their professional knowledge of 

education. 
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Curriculum and pedagogy. Through data analysis, I saw the emergence of the 

category of curriculum and pedagogy. Participants spoke about two specific curricula 

areas, CRP and NNN, that served as their professional base in pedagogy as they entered 

their placement schools. This category aligned with research question 1 as participants 

acknowledged the value of these curricula areas in their professional knowledge base. 

Both of these curricula areas applied specifically to underperforming populations of 

students and thus were applicable to the participants’ placement schools. 

Several participants noted that this curricula was novel to him. Mariska said CRP 

was “very eye-opening to and very necessary” and Carmen stated “I had never heard of 

that before.” Participants explained CRP as TFA’s tool to work with underperforming 

students. Mariska said that she understood CRP to help her work with her population of 

students and “how to teach to them and how it relates to society and instead of bringing 

them down with this is our way we make it more organic and really help them learn not 

only with our culture but using their own culture and just really allowing them and teach 

them critical thinking and to be masters of their own destiny.” 

 Participants noted how they incorporated facets of CRP into their teaching and 

their professional knowledge base. Charlotte said she “gears what I’m teaching towards 

them and making sure it’s relevant which is hard.” Similarly, Jason stated that 

understanding CRP was helpful “before I got in and then like realizing how important 

that was really helpful.” Tracy extrapolated on the importance as a foundation of her 

professional knowledge base by stating that “I think CRP is a crucial aspect of anyone’s 

educational process. That was highly emphasized during training.” 
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 Another foundational aspect of curriculum and pedagogy that participants 

discussed that contributed to their professional knowledge base was NNN. Jason 

described this as “a behavior management style that TFA recommends and uses as far as 

holding kids accountable and being understanding and nurturing at the same time.” 

Mariska “completely adapted this method in her classroom and described NNN as “the 

balance between being sweet and loving and being no-nonsense like I am not playing.”  

 NNN specifically applies to the underperforming students found in TFA 

placement schools. Arianna explained the theory behind NNN by stating that “you are not 

always giving the negative version of everything because sometimes you are working 

with that have lived the hard knock life. There’s already life beating on them. They don’t 

need you doing that as well.” 

Each of the aforementioned categories served as a basis for participants’ 

professional knowledge base. Participants spoke about the way in which each served to 

empower them in understanding the professional knowledge of the educational 

profession. They utilized each category as a means to strengthen their teaching once they 

entered their classrooms. 

Findings for Research Question 1a: What are new TFA teacher perceptions of their 

self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to 

manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum 

and pedagogy? 

Bandura (1977) defined self-efficacy as an individual's belief in his or her ability to 

complete a task.  He argued that individuals innately develop these concepts surrounding 

their own self-confidence and in turn these perceptions of self-confidence can positively 
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or negatively affect the individual’s success at a given task. In order to better understand 

the participants’ self-confidence, I asked open-ended questions that allowed the 

participants to reflect on their feelings of self-efficacy during their training and after they 

started working in their TFA placement schools. Data analysis unearthed participants’ 

perceptions of positive and negative self-confidence.  

In addressing research question 1a, the researcher sought to answer the 

following:  What are new TFA teacher perceptions of their self-efficacy regarding their 

readiness for underperforming classrooms and to manage diverse classrooms, maintain 

cultural competence and manage curriculum and pedagogy? The categories that emerged 

from data analysis included (a) stress (b) prior work experiences with and without children 

(C) TFA coaches (d) observations of colleagues. 

Stress. Stress can be defined as a physical, mental or emotional strain that can 

adversely affect a person’s response to an event (Bandura, 1994).  In these circumstances, 

Carmen and Cara acknowledged feelings of stress that adversely affected their self-

efficacy.  They noted that they were overwhelmed and unprepared for their placement 

classrooms. 

I remember driving to work every day and being like what am I doing how am I 
going to do this. It was super nerve-wracking and I don’t think I was prepared. 
(Carmen) 
 
The other thing was time management (the first year). I was overwhelmed. I 
would stay up to like 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning and then get up at 6:00.  I would 
work through my Saturdays. When I left church on Sundays I would work so I 
definitely think that the expectation and the bar they set for me that TFA set for 
me was kinda unrealistic at times because there were things that they expected us 
to do or turn in on top of the weight of teaching. (Cara) 
 



151 

Prior work experiences with and without children. When discussing their 

feelings of self-efficacy, participants noted their prior work experiences as one of the 

most important contributing factors to feelings of positive self-efficacy in their classroom 

placements. In this way, participants discussed a variety of prior work experiences that 

they believed influenced their self-efficacy. In particular, participants noted the value of 

working in business settings, other classroom experience, and another AmeriCorps 

program entitled City Year as influential in their self-efficacy concerning managing 

diverse classrooms, maintaining cultural competence and managing curriculum and 

pedagogy.  

 Toma and Charlotte discussed their experiences working in other situations with 

adults rather than children and how those experiences translated to their classrooms. Each 

said that those experiences positively affected their self-efficacy. Toma said “I had taught 

and managed individuals at a large corporation for many years so being in the classroom 

with kids was good. When answering questions about self-efficacy, Charlotte voiced her 

previous experiences as being helpful to her. She said. “You know I worked with young 

adults when I was coaching at Hofstra as a graduate assistant. I’m not too far-I’m a 

couple years out of high school and out of college.   

Cara noted the value of her prior work experience in college. She discussed how 

that experience exposed her to a demographic of students similar to the students she 

currently teaches in her underperforming district. She valued these interactions within 

those spaces because they gave her exposure to diverse classrooms and helped her 

maintain a cultural competence with a similar demographic of children. She compared 

her positive self-efficacy to other individuals in her TFA Corps Member cohort. 
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It turned into a workshop program where I would go into local high schools in the 
Syracuse Public School system and we would teach kids about poetry. Because I 
did the poetry workshops-cakewalk-I got it. I was pretty confident and I actually 
was the best among the people in my co-lab because I had that experience. (Cara) 
 
Jason, Sara, Sheena, and Melany described the importance of their City Year 

program experience. City Year is another AmeriCorps program dedicated to placing 

individuals in underperforming classrooms for one year. These are unpaid positions 

where participants act as an individual teacher’s assistants. Jason noted that he spent two 

years rather than one year in the program and assumed an administrative role in the 

organization. 

I did another AmeriCorps program-City Year- for two years so for one year I was 
shadowing a teacher for one year and then my second year I was in an 
administrative role managing a team of volunteers. (Jason) 
 

 Sara explained how City Year positively affected her self-efficacy entering the 

classroom in that she felt ready for the curriculum and pedagogy piece of teaching in her 

own classroom. 

Well, City Year helped. City Year was huge. I don’t know if this plays into your 
stuff but City Year you are not running the classroom but you are working every 
single day in the same class supporting the students in small group and whole 
group, but if the teacher is teaching you are there for extra support. (Sara) 

 
 Sheena described how her City Year experience positively affected her self-

efficacy concerning cultural competence and diverse classrooms specifically. She valued 

the ability to work with another teacher as an assistant for one year prior to becoming a 

TFA Corps Member. She attributed her feelings of moderate self-confidence to the City 

Year experience that helped her understand the community of her underperforming 

classroom.  In addition, she felt as though she had a better cultural competence for her 
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students by understanding their slang.  In fact, she stated that her positive feedback from 

her principal was directly related to her experiences in the City Year classroom. 

I would say a 5 (in self-confidence) and compared to other colleagues I would say 
an 8. That was because I did City Year. I got to know the community, I 
understood the slang. I had developed some relationships and I just thought I was 
better prepared and in fact there are five City Year alumni here and it is 
interesting because if you do City Year before you go into the classroom you just 
do better because you have a year to be in the trenches and you have a year to 
interact with (Sheena) 

 
In a similar way, Melany expressed a high degree of self-efficacy because of her 

City Year experience.  She attributed her positive feelings of self-confidence from being 

in the City Year classroom and therefore understanding the politics and inner-workings of 

a school and her district. 

(My confidence) was at a 7 or an 8. I know that sounds super overly-confident, 
but I say that in terms of what I knew what to expect. I think I say that because I 
knew what to expect (because of City Year). My district is very politicalized. 
(Melany) 
 
Each of the aforementioned participants discussed the value of prior experiences 

and how those experiences positively affected their self-efficacy in their classroom 

placements. They each acknowledged the value of having work experiences and 

classroom experiences prior to their own entrance into their TFA placement schools.  
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Coaching and feedback. My data analysis found coaching and feedback was 

another important category that applied to research question 1a.  Participants discussed 

the significance of coaching and feedback from coaches in their reflection on self-

efficacy in their classroom experiences. Once TFA placed corps members in their 

placement schools, TFA assigned a coach or MLTD to visit their classrooms and provide 

feedback. In this way, both Sara and Cara identified ways that TFA provided coaching 

(MLTD) that she valued and that positively affected her perceptions of self-efficacy in 

the classroom. When they observed in her classroom, they appreciated their feedback 

either immediately following their observations or afterwards via email. Both expressed 

fostering a positive relationship with their MTLD that contributed to their perceptions of 

self-efficacy regarding how these coaches helped them with pedagogy during their first 

year teaching. 

Conversely, Melany and Jason acknowledged that they did not get enough support 

from them and that adversely affected their self-efficacy. They each noted that they 

utilized MTLD support when they were in their classrooms but their MTLD 

representatives were not in their classrooms enough to provide the needed support. The 

lack of time spent with their MTLD served to negatively affect their self-efficacy in their 

teaching. In fact, Jason acknowledged that there were just too many aspects of his 

classroom to adequately utilize the MTLD. He said, “it is just hard because when I get 

observed there are so many things to focus on.” 

Tracey stressed the importance of in-classroom support from a MTLD and 

described the frequency of visits as well as their role; however, she questioned the 

infrequency of the MTLD’s appearance in the classroom and how valuable additional 



155 

support would be to new TFA Corps Members. She lamented that because of her short 

time in summer training TFA should provide more in-classroom support.  

I think there needs to be in-classroom support.  Your coach might come to your 
school like once per month.  Some coaches did it with more frequency but like 
once per month is probably ok for a second year Corps Member but for a first 
year Corps Member you should probably be there more often especially because 
you only had five weeks of training. (Tracey) 
 
Several participants discussed the role of in-district coaches such as placement 

school veteran teachers, administrators and other TFA district colleagues. Mariska 

discussed how a district colleagues helped her fine-tune and rewrite her lesson plans for 

her students. Sheena valued her principal at that time with coming into her classroom and 

observing her and providing direct feedback. Sheena stressed the importance of non-TFA 

coaches that were placement school colleagues. They worked with these individuals that 

provided them with curriculum strategies as well as teaching feedback. 

Maggie and Sofia found value in reaching out to other TFA Corps Members 

working in the district. They valued them as coaches because there was a common bond 

in the experiences both in the TFA Summer Institute and as a Corps Member. Maggie 

acknowledged a former TFA corps member that was her director during her first year 

teacher. She said that she would come into her classroom and work with her on various 

aspect of teaching. In a similar way, Sofia acknowledged other TFA corps members 

working in her district as working together to observe one another and give each other 

feedback. She valued that comradery and attributed that to helping build her self-efficacy 

when she entered her placement school.  

 All of the aforementioned participants noted the positive value they placed on 

coaches either from TFA or from the district that helped them handle the classroom.  
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They specifically acknowledged the value of these individuals with support surrounding 

curriculum and pedagogy.  They valued their feedback in the classroom. Interestingly, 

participants noted that there was rarely too much coaching. In fact, they expressed a 

desire for additional coaching either from TFA sponsored MTLD or colleagues. Each 

participant attributed added self-efficacy to either the presence of these coaches and/or 

the feedback they received from these individuals.  

 Colleague observations. My data analysis saw the emergence of the category of 

colleague observations as affecting self-efficacy and thus applying to research question 

1a. I saw that when participants entered their placement classrooms and noted a lack of 

self-efficacy they found ways to individually and independently increase their self-

efficacy. In this way, they acted as agents by seeking ways to try and increase their self-

confidence. More specifically, participants noted a lack of self-efficacy surrounding 

curriculum and pedagogy as well as diverse classrooms. In this way, they sought 

additional means to increase their knowledge of curriculum and pedagogy.  Additionally, 

they looked for colleagues to work with that they perceived to have the information that 

they sought. Jason expressed the fact that he sought colleagues in his school for 

additional support.  He said “it is easier to go to people here rather than your TFA.”  

Sheena and Tracey each noted that they felt a lack of self-efficacy and therefore 

sought additional experiences to make-up for what they lacked. They noted that others 

leaving teacher training programs did not have the opportunity for additional 

observations and they expressed an appreciation for having the opportunity to visit other 

classrooms. Sheena stated that she “got to sit in a cohort with science teachers and math 

teachers and visit other schools and I think there’s such tremendous value in going to 
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somebody that came from your same training background and granted you can say they 

are at a charter school but still I can go in and learn some things.” Similarly Tracey noted 

that observational opportunities were helpful to her self-efficacy. She said that “observing 

teachers that are doing it well because you learn a lot from that and more opportunities 

for me to reflect on my own practice.” 

Charlotte, Carmen and Maria all acknowledged low self-efficacy and felt 

particularly unprepared for their classrooms. They actively sought additional vicarious 

experiences from veteran colleagues that would enhance their own classroom 

experiences. Charlotte felt particularly unprepared for teaching special education and 

found two veteran teacher to observe and emulate. In fact, she attributed her success to 

those teachers rather than to TFA.  

If your ultimate goal is really to ensure that these students are earning a quality 
education are you really preparing us for that and to be honest do I think I was 
prepared for that? No. But as soon as I got here, I reached out to the director of 
special education. By the grace of God I was paired with a veteran teacher. It was 
great because the first day I was like why am I the one with this whole baby and 
she ended up helping me with my IEPs, explaining to me the process. There was 
another lady in the building who sat in every single IEP meeting with me to make 
sure...I tell them all the time that I wouldn’t have been able to make it without 
them. Like this year, I will be a highly effective teacher but it’s not because of 
TFA, it’s because I went out and sought help from everybody I knew that was 
good at what they did. Even like when you are a co-teacher and I don’t agree with 
what this person is doing. I would go see other teachers. The teachers that the kids 
related to and I saw them learning in the classroom I was like what are you doing. 
How did you get to that point? I started reaching out on my own cause I genuinely 
wanted to ensure my kids get a quality education. (Charlotte) 
 
In a similar way to Charlotte, Carmen felt unprepared for her specific teaching 

content area in her placement school.  She began teaching Spanish, but had little self-

confidence in her ability to teach this content area and thus sought out the help of a 

colleague familiar with Spanish curriculum and pedagogy. She exclaimed that “I don’t 
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know how to do that (teaching). I don’t know if the others said this to you but the support 

for Spanish was super lacking. We were the only three and thank God…We would find 

alum that were working in it in other positions”  

 Maria went into a considerable amount of detail about her lack of self-confidence 

regarding pedagogy, specifically behavior management. She noted that she had not 

observed a teacher during her training and in turn requested observational experiences 

once she entered at her placement school. 

The most helpful part of my own development was the start of this year was that I 
requested to be in this teacher’s classroom. She has been teaching for like 20 
years. She has classroom management like no other. Like kids are scared of her. I 
was like can I just be a fly on the wall and sit in your classroom for that week and 
it completely changed how I teach and I told the principal that. Literally that has 
more important than grad school than anything TFA told me than anything any 
culturally relevant classroom. Just watching another teacher.  I think that is the 
biggest missing piece. I have never seen any other teacher teach until specifically 
that second year when freshmen come a week early and I was like that week I 
need to be with Miss R. I need to see her teach. Like personally I need to see it 
done and I can replicate it right away too. I never got to see another teacher teach. 
You have to see other people teach. They show you videos. You watch a lot of 
videos but it is different being physically in that classroom watching and Miss R. 
is a phenomenal coach too. She never got to coach me but more importantly than 
getting coached is watching someone else do it. I personally just really need to see 
someone else teach. (Maria) 

 
 Each of the aforementioned individuals acknowledged a lack of self-efficacy that 

motivated them to use agency to find additional ways to increase their self-efficacy.  

They sought additional observations and colleagues in their districts to model that served 

to enhance their perceptions of their self-efficacy for all aspects of the classroom. 

While Liam and Maria did not seek additional observational experiences, they 

discussed how they would have valued spending more time as a student teacher in a 

classroom watching a veteran teacher. TFA’s Summer Institute model included an eight-

week training experience whereby the Corps Members worked with small classes of 
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summer school children (Teach for America, 2013).  This model does not include a 

student teaching component. This differed from traditional teacher education models that 

required students to be student teachers in a classroom observing and working with 

veteran teachers for at least one full semester. Liam and Maria noted that their self-

efficacy could have been higher if they had been given additional observations such as 

student teaching. 

I personally think that teaching is really complex..obviously. It is extraordinarily 
difficult. I always--I am still in favor of some sort of residency model-student 
teaching is basically what I am talking about but I am...looking back I can see the 
value of that and being able to slow-walk that process a little more. (Liam) 
 
There has to be some aspect of student teaching. Almost every other program 
other than TFA like you can’t just...sometimes you’ll throw someone into it like 
sink or swim and some people will swim but what’s sad is that you have all these 
sinkers who actually if they just had--I was there for a week-if they just had 
honestly after one day of watching I knew what I was going to change. There has 
to be some form of student teaching observation. That’s just not in our (TFA) 
model at all. (Maria) 
 

Results for Question 1b:  What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by 

which TFA shaped their self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming 

classrooms and to manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence, and 

manage curriculum and pedagogy? 

Seeking to understand the participants’ perceptions of their Summer Institute 

experience, the researcher asked several questions regarding the participants’ experiences 

at the summer training. Data analysis found that participants acknowledged several 

mechanisms by which TFA prepared them for their teaching experience.  Each 

participant acknowledged that the Summer Institute was the most important aspect of 

TFA’s training.  TFA’s website described the Summer Institute as an initial five-day 

regional induction and then a five to eight-week Institute including teaching summer 
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school along with a one to two-week regional orientations.  They explained the summer 

experience as follows: 

Induction and orientation, you’ll get to know your region and school district.  This 
is also a great time to find local housing. You’ll work with staff, fellow corps 
members and community members to prepare for the school year.  Summer 
Institute is a rigorous, hands-on experience. It prepares you with foundational 
knowledge and skills, which you’ll continue to develop and hone throughout your 
time as a corps member.  Throughout Institute, you’ll work alongside other corps 
members and TFA staff in small teaching groups. You’ll engage in learning 
experiences, practice teaching skills, and analyze student progress.” (Teach for 
America, 2018) 
 
Participants noted the value of TFA’s Summer Institute, but also expressed their 

emotional state during the summer training. Most often they expressed fatigue and stress 

and a sense of being overwhelmed during the Summer Institute. Mariska, Liam, Marissa 

and Janine all described an intense experience that negatively affected their attitude and 

self-efficacy during the training sessions. 

It is a bit of a blur…It seemed like such a big deal then but now just seems 
ridiculous so I don’t remember if it was one or two then lunch and like grade and 
prepare and then we have some sessions and at that point we are just too tired and 
we just go.  Then we come back and we do lesson planning and I remember it 
took me hours and hours and hours to lesson plan. If I went to bed at 1:00 I was 
happy. There were nights when I would go to bed at 3:00 and it is crazy now. 
(Mariska) 
 
We were literally learning trial by fire and it was intense. (Liam) 
 
It was all kind of a blur.  It was really intense (Marissa) 
 
It was a very long day.  It took me back to my high school days when I was up by 
five and had to be at breakfast at 6 and then you start your programming until like 
7 and then in sessions until like 5.  (Janine) 

 
My data analysis uncovered several mechanisms that participants discussed that 

they attributed to TFA’s Summer Institute that helped shape their self-efficacy. The 

categories that specifically addressed this research question were (a) teaching summer 
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school on a daily basis, (b) observations and feedback during training (c) learning about 

lesson planning and (d) discussing the various aspects of curriculum. 

 Teaching summer school. The Summer Institute consisted of teaching blocks of 

up to four hours.  During this time, corps members would work with a cohort of summer 

school students in a classroom.  The classrooms were located in various underperforming 

classrooms throughout the country. The corps members were responsible for writing 

lesson plans and conducting lessons with the children in their classrooms (Teach for 

America, 2018). Mariska and Justin both acknowledged the importance of this teaching 

time and the positive effect this classroom experience had on their self-confidence. Both 

attributed the value of this experience to the similarity of the placement classroom and 

acknowledged that the summer training prepared them for the curriculum and pedagogy 

aspect of their final placement. 

 Conversely, several participants noted that the TFA Summer Institute classroom 

teaching experiences were quite different than their final placements and adversely 

affected their self-efficacy during their first year of teaching. Moreover, these differences 

contributed to Sara, Arianna, Maria and Sofia feeling unprepared for underperforming 

and diverse classrooms. Both Sara and Maria noted the differences in class size between 

their summer experiences and their final placement school.  Sara talked about the small 

class size as well as the low-energy of the children and noted that this model was very 

different from the classroom size and energy of her placement school.  These differences 

continually contributed to participants’ perceptions of low self-efficacy once they entered 

their own classrooms. 
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Similarly to Sara, Maria discussed the differences in the class size as being a 

contributing factor to her feelings of low self-efficacy.  She stressed the differences 

between the TFA Summer Institute and her final placement. She realized that her summer 

class of 11 students was very low and even tried to request more children during her 

summer experience so that she would be better prepared for her final placement, but TFA 

was unable to honor that request. Thus, she entered her placement school and found 

herself with low self-efficacy specifically with class size and behavior management with 

large numbers of students. 

 Arianna discussed the differences in behavior management and general classroom 

environment in great detail. She noted the differences in behavior management and the 

expectations of the children in her summer experience versus the students in her final 

placement. She said, “The kids were much more well-behaved, there weren’t kids 

walking in and out of the classroom all willy-nilly there were like hard consequences for 

them and even with the way that they handled their behavior or misbehavior was 

different. Coming here there was like completely different rules.” In her opinion, the 

Summer Institute training did not prepare her enough for her final placement and 

contributed to her feelings of lower self-efficacy. 

 Sofia noted the differences between her Summer Institute training in Oklahoma 

and her final placement school and particularly glaring in the areas of diverse classrooms. 

She spent a good portion of her interview discussing these differences and noting that this 

discrepancy accounted for a lower self-efficacy when she arrived at her final placement 

school. 

Our training was in Tulsa, OK which I felt like an underrepresentation of our 
student population in (my placement school) because in OK I taught a majority of 
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white students. I also taught 4th grade writing even though I was coming to a 
predominantly black and Latino school teaching 8th grade math. My perspective 
was completely skewed because I was not in the same grade, school, not in the 
same subject. I voiced it. This was nothing that was going to prepare me in no 
way, shape or form even the disciplinary-the classroom management was not 
going to be aligned. (Sofia) 
 

 Charlotte, Maggie, and Carmen discussed the differences between the Summer 

Institute and their placement in terms of curriculum and pedagogy.  They noted their 

feelings of unpreparedness in those areas. Charlotte’s summer training classroom was not 

in special education which was her final placement classroom. Similarly, Maggie taught 

12th grades during the summer and moved to elementary school in her placement school 

while Carmen taught English during the summer and TFA placed her in a Spanish 

classroom. Each of these participants expressed a lack of training during Summer 

Institute in their particular subject they taught in their placement schools.  In turn, this 

lack of specificity in training led to lower self-efficacy.  

 All of the aforementioned participants acknowledged the importance of the 

Summer Institute training in their feelings of self-efficacy. As noted by Mariska and 

Jason whose Summer Institute training experiences were similar to their final placements, 

they felt more prepared for their first-year classrooms because of the similarity of their 

summer experiences. The other participants noted that a dissimilar Summer Institute 

experience did not prepare them for their final placements and adversely affected their 

self-efficacy in all not only curriculum and pedagogy but also diverse classrooms and in 

cultural competence. 
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Observations and feedback during and after training. Another mechanism that 

participants attributed to TFA was the coach provided during Summer Institute and the 

MTLD provided once they entered their placement classroom. Thus, these coaches was 

another mechanisms that participants noted and can be applied to research question 1b. 

Participants discussed the Summer Training experience whereby they taught in a 

classroom for up to four hours per day. During that time, they had a coach that provided 

feedback about their teaching. Melany and Sara acknowledged the value of these coaches 

both during the training and during their first-year teaching experiences. They valued this 

mechanism and felt positive self-efficacy with the feedback that these coaches provided 

with regards to their teaching. 

 Several participants noted that there was not enough coaching or mentoring from 

TFA during training and into their first year of teaching and thus adversely affected their 

self-efficacy. Thus, participants noted ways in which this TFA provided mechanism was 

not enough for them to feel positive self-efficacy. In fact, several members noted that 

they sought other means for support, mentoring and training once they were in the 

classroom. Jason, Janine and Maria described how they needed more coaching in cultural 

competence and diverse classrooms. Jason needed additional support in classroom 

culture. He asked his coach to “specifically focus on classroom culture because I felt as 

though I had enough academic support.” Janine needed help with basic needs for her 

students. She stated that a “student is going home and not eating until the next morning 

so those were more the survival things I needed that I wasn’t given and it was more 

critical criticism and that definitely put me down.” In a similar way, Maria expressed the 

fact that her coach spent more time in other counties and schools and therefore did not 
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understand her school’s culture. She argued that her “TFA coaches would do all of 

(another county) and (charter) schools and had no experience with my specific school and 

the culture here.”  Jason, Janine and Maria stated that the lack of support by coaches in 

areas surrounding cultural competence and diverse led to a lack of self-efficacy once they 

were teaching in their respective classrooms.  

Several participants expressed the desire to have more coaching in curriculum and 

pedagogy. In fact, this was one of the largest discussion points during the interview 

process. Sara, Carmen, Melany, and Charlotte went into a considerable amount of detail 

about the lack of coaching surrounding curriculum and pedagogy. Sara and Carmen had 

coaches that were not supporting their specific teaching areas. They noted that they 

wished they had someone that could give them more advice about their content-specific 

teaching. The lack of coaching in their specific areas of curriculum and pedagogy served 

to negatively affect their self-efficacy. 

There weren’t any Spanish teachers supporting us…My corps member advisor 
was a history teacher so we were lumped in with history so content-wise I didn’t 
get many frameworks or anything about what to do. I think, again, the more 
individual feedback the better and this is pretty unique to me but I would have 
really appreciated that coming from a Spanish teacher. I think that at Institute 
where I was so young in my experience-I mean I still am very-I really just wanted 
someone to say I know exactly the situation that you are in and here’s what I 
would especially because my MTLD, my coach, wasn’t a Spanish teacher. (Sara) 
 
That was a major complaint. Our coach was a history teacher and like a middle 
school history teacher at that. (Carmen) 
 
I think what the other issue is that TFA doesn’t have a plan put in place for people 
to know this is who you call when xyz happens and so a lot of people will say I 
don’t like the program because I don’t get the support I need but I got to think 
about it in terms of you have a MTLD which is like our teacher coach and that 
MTLD has like 30 people throughout DC. I would love for my MTLD to come 
here once a week and give me feedback. Realistically, is that going to happen? No 
and so I have to be very proactive about like when do I want you to come observe. 
Who do I need help with? What do I need help with? Which grade levels are the 
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most challenging and I wouldn’t be able to know that if it wasn’t for the fact that I 
had been in the classroom before.  (Melany) 
 
Charlotte spent a considerable portion of her interview describing the ways in 

which her MTLD did not support her once she entered her placement school.  In fact, she 

blamed the lack of help from her MTLD and TFA in general for her poor performance in 

her district’s IMPACT scores. From her perspective, TFA and her MTLD did not provide 

the necessary information at IMPACT and how a poor score would reflect on her 

continuation in her job.  She expressed her frustration at TFA for not helping her to 

understand the importance of IMPACT once she entered her placement school. Further, 

she discussed the inconsistencies between TFA and her placement school in terms of 

IMPACT. After receiving a Developing score on her IMPACT, she reached out to 

colleagues in-house rather than TFA to help her develop strategies to positively affect her 

score. She blamed TFA for not provided a coach or adequate guidance in that particular 

aspect of her placement school. She said, “I think TFA dropped the ball because they 

didn’t tell me about IMPACT like before coming here they should have..during Institute 

or whatever.” 

 In this way, each of the aforementioned participated described the ways in which 

the mechanism of coaching and feedback provided by TFA was not adequate enough and 

therefore negative affected their self-efficacy once they entered their placement 

classrooms. They noted that coaching and feedback in cultural competence and diversity 

and pedagogy and curriculum were lacking. Participants described how this mechanism 

was lacking specific to their situation. 
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Summary 

 The purpose of this qualitative interview-based study was to examine what shaped 

TFA’s professional knowledge base as well as to investigate the participants’ perceptions 

of preparedness and self-efficacy during and after TFA Summer Institute.  In addition, I 

considered the mechanisms by which TFA corps members attributed to TFA Summer 

Institute training. The results presented in this chapter reflected data analysis of the 17 

participants in this interview-based qualitative study.  

Through data analysis of the 17 interview transcripts, three themes emerged. The 

first theme, ready but not solely because of TFA, referred to participants’ voices that 

discussed various ways that they were prepared for their placement classrooms, but noted 

that these categories did not reflect TFA training. These categories included the 

participants’ personal educational experiences in preschool through 12th grade, their prior 

classroom and work/volunteer experiences and their content knowledge. Participants 

relayed a significant amount of data related to each of these categories and how these 

categories contributed to their readiness for their teaching experiences. 

The second theme identified during my data analysis was “fake it til I make it”: 

participant agency. The theme referred to data surrounding participant agency. Once 

participants entered their placement schools, they acknowledged feelings of a lack of 

preparedness. In turn, participants discussed various ways that they actively sought out 

experiences that would help them feel more prepared. The categories contributing to this 

theme were participant agency to enhance pedagogical content areas and participant 

agency through colleague observations.  In this way, participants used various agenic 

strategies to help with their sense of preparedness. 
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The third theme I identified in this study was trained but not enough. This theme 

emerged from data analysis that unearthed participants’ discussions about the ways that 

their eight-week training did not prepare them for the classroom. The categories that 

contributed to this theme were lesson planning and logistics, coaching and feedback, 

teaching experiences during Summer Institute, curriculum and pedagogy, relationships 

with students and unexpected school challenges. This theme addressed participants’ 

discussions around training and ways that they did and did not feel prepared for their 

teaching experiences.  

This study identified several categories that shaped TFA corps members’ first 

year professional knowledge base and practice at the conclusion of their training and 

during their first year of teaching. Those factors were participants’ personal educational 

experiences in preschool through 12th grade, prior classroom work/volunteer experiences, 

content knowledge, participant agency to enhance pedagogical knowledge, participant 

agency through colleague observations, lesson planning, and curriculum and pedagogy 

training. Participants discussed each of these categories as being foundational for their 

professional knowledge base. 

Participants’ perceptions of self-efficacy was another important aspect of this 

study. My data analysis established that participants attributed their feelings of positive 

and negative self-efficacy and preparedness to several factors including stress, prior work 

experiences with and without children, coaching and feedback, and colleague 

observations. Each of the aforementioned factors served to positively and/or negatively 

affect self-efficacy. Stress was one factor that exclusively negatively affected self-

efficacy.  Conversely, prior work experiences with and without children solely worked to 
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positively affect self-efficacy in participants. Findings acknowledged the importance of 

coaching and feedback and participants voiced that there is never too much coaching and 

feedback as new teachers. Finally, the results of this study indicated that when 

participants had low self-efficacy they actively sought out observational opportunities in 

order to enhance their self-efficacy. 

My research illuminated several mechanisms that helped shape TFA corps 

members’ perceptions of self-efficacy including teaching during the Summer Institute, 

coaching and feedback during and after training, learning about lesson planning, and 

discussing various aspects of curriculum. Participants noted each of these categories as 

being relevant to not only their training but also their self-efficacy for their classroom 

placements. They enumerated the ways in which they perceived these mechanisms to 

have positively or negatively affected their self-efficacy as they began their teaching 

careers. 
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CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATION, CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the perceived preparedness and self-

efficacy that the TFA Corps members felt after their eight-week training and during their 

first year of teaching.  In addition, this study discussed the ways in which these teachers 

felt prepared to teach in their assigned classrooms. Further, this research analyzed the 

teachers’ perceptions of the TFA Summer Institute and the professional knowledge that 

they gained. 

TFA is an alternate-route teacher preparation program that trains high-performing 

college graduates to teach in underperforming classrooms.  Despite significant research 

on alternative-route teacher education (Cohen-Vogel & Smith, 2007; Godhaber & 

Brewer, 2000; Wechsler & Hough, 2008; Boyd et al., 2009; Papay, West, Fullerton & 

Kane, 2012; Sokal, Smith, Mowat, 2003; Chin & Young, 2007), there is only one 

qualitative study on TFA specifically (Xu, Hannaway & Taylor, 2011) and that study 

analyzed TFA teacher curricular decision-making once they entered the 

classroom.  There was no qualitative research conducted on TFA corps   members’ self-

efficacy and perceptions of preparedness nor was there a study of the mechanisms by 

which TFA Summer Institute prepared corps members for their placement classrooms. 

This study addressed this gap by analyzing the self-efficacy and perceptions of 

preparedness as well as the mechanisms by which TFA corps members perceived the 

Summer Institute to have prepared them for the classroom. The following were the 

research questions addressed in this study: 
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Question #1: What shaped TFA corps members’ first year professional knowledge 

base and practice at the conclusion of their training and during their first year 

teaching? 

1a: What are new TFA teacher perceptions of their self-efficacy regarding 

their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to manage diverse 

classrooms, maintaining cultural competence and manage curriculum and 

pedagogy? 

1b: What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by which TFA 

shaped their self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming 

classrooms and to manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural 

competence and manage curriculum and pedagogy?  

 This study utilized a basic interview-based qualitative methodology that examined 

TFA teachers’ perceptions of preparedness and self-efficacy after completing the eight-

week TFA Summer Institute and during the beginning of their teaching careers.  This 

case study interviewed 17 TFA teachers and alumni about the training they received in 

the TFA Summer Institute and the preparedness and self-efficacy they felt entering their 

placements and during the beginning of their teaching careers. My data analysis 

identified three overarching themes and 15 categories. 

 This chapter will present the key findings of this study: 1) ready but not solely 

because of TFA, 2) “fake it til I make it”: participant agency and 3) trained but not 

enough. Each finding will be followed by a discussion of the finding in relationship to the 

theoretical perspective and a conclusion. The next section will discuss the findings as 
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they relate to the research questions. The chapter will end my conclusion and with 

implications for policy, research and practice. 

Key Findings 

 The first key finding in this study was that participants felt ready for their 

classroom placements but not solely because of TFA. The participants did not attribute 

their readiness to TFA solely or TFA training but rather to other factors in their life 

and/or their experiences. Participants noted the importance of their own personal 

educational experiences in preschool through 12th grade. They placed value on their own 

education and acknowledged their strength as a student as a means for them to feel ready 

to teach in their own classrooms. In addition, they noted the value of mentors that were 

either teachers or guidance counselors as being pertinent in their own educational 

experiences and helping them continue on a successful academic path. In addition, 

participants voiced their prior classroom and work/volunteer experiences as contributing 

to their readiness for their classroom. They reflected upon summer camps, bible schools, 

research laboratories, workshops and another AmeriCorps program, City Year, as factors 

that helped their feelings of preparedness for their first classroom placements. Another 

factor that contributed to this finding was the participants’ perception of their knowledge 

of pedagogical knowledge. They expressed value in their background knowledge in the 

particular subject that they taught in their placement schools. Several participants 

discussed the alignment between their undergraduate degrees and their placement 

teaching subject area and how this alignment made them feel more ready to lead a 

classroom. 
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 The second key finding in this study was the idea of participant agency. 

Participants discussed the ways that they felt unprepared when they entered their 

placement schools and actively and independently sought ways to help themselves feel 

more prepared. Not only did they use their own funds to attend additional training, but 

they also sought out colleagues from their placement schools to answer questions about 

their professional knowledge. Another way that participants expressed their use of agency 

was through observing other teachers. They asked for opportunities to observe in 

colleagues’ classroom in order to feel more ready for their own classrooms. 

The third key finding in this study was the idea that despite the fact that all 

participants attended and completed the TFA eight-week training institute during the 

summer before they started in their placement school, they did not feel completely ready 

for teaching. Participants discussed this training at length, but acknowledged various 

holes in the training whereby they felt unready to confront all aspects of their classroom 

placement. They enumerated on this finding in several ways. They acknowledged that 

they learned about lesson planning but expressed a perception of not getting trained 

enough on the logistics of the school environment. In addition, they valued the coaching 

and feedback provided during training but wanted additional coaching and training once 

they entered their placement schools. In a similar way, they appreciated the hands-on 

teaching experiences during training but noted that these experiences where quite 

different from their final placements. Participants valued the curriculum and pedagogy 

discussions held during training especially in CRP and NNN but discussed the ways in 

which they were not enough or ways they had to alter their implementation once they 

were teachers in their own classroom. Finally, participants discussed ways that training 
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did not introduce the importance of student relationships nor did they receive training on 

such unexpected school challenges as violence and safety, excessive student absences, 

school politics, socioeconomics and lifestyle differences, and special education.   

Finding 1: Ready but not solely because of TFA.  This finding emerged from 

the participants discussions surrounding their readiness for their placement schools.  All 

of the participants participated in the eight-week training session yet they enumerated 

several ways in which they were ready for their classroom placements that had nothing to 

do with their TFA training sessions. In particular, participants discussed their own 

classroom experiences in preschool through 12th grade as being pertinent to their 

readiness for their teaching placements. Not only did several participants acknowledge 

their strong academic abilities as being particularly relevant to their readiness to teach, 

but they also gave that as a reason they chose to enter the teaching field. In addition, they 

attributed their academic success to mentors within their academic settings such as 

teachers.  

This finding aligned with the relevant literature. Lortie (1975) coined the term 

“apprenticeship of observation” that referred to the novice teacher’s own classroom 

experiences as a student in his/her k-12th grade classrooms. He argued that these 

experiences affect a novice teacher’s own teaching and are important for readiness. This 

study supported this finding in that participants often discussed the value and importance 

of their own educational background. 

Another aspect of this finding was the concept of participants feeling ready to 

teach because of their prior classroom and work/volunteer experiences. Participants noted 

several different ways in which prior experiences helped them to feel ready for the 
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classroom. Several participants were career-changers that discussed the value of their 

corporate work and management experience as empowering them to feel ready for the 

classroom.  In another way, participants noted the importance of previous opportunities 

that they had working with children.  These experiences included work and volunteer 

positions in camps, teenage workshops and bible schools as well as college classrooms 

that allowed for exposure to young people.  For instance, one participant noted a 

laboratory experience working with at-risk youth. Similarly, another participant 

expressed an experience working with underperforming high school students teaching 

them poetry. Another participant’s college employment was working as a 

paraprofessional in New York City. She noted the importance of understanding the 

children especially in special education settings. 

Of particular note was the discussion around City Year. City Year is another 

AmeriCorps program that places individuals in classrooms within underperforming 

schools similar to TFA. Participants are not paid; rather, they serve as an assistant teacher 

for one year. Four participants spent one year prior to TFA in a City Year classroom and 

each one expressed the importance of City Year in their readiness for the classroom. 

They discussed the increased knowledge of pedagogy, child development, classroom 

logistics, and school culture. Of particular relevance in this finding were prior 

experiences that exposed participants to children from underperforming schools that were 

similar to participants’ placement schools.  

The value that participants placed on their prior experiences and with City Year in 

particular aligned with relevant literature. Ball & Cohen (1999), Grossman et al. (2009) 

and Lampert (2013) argued that novice teachers need to develop an understanding of the 
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educational field. Grossman (2000) called this understanding a “pedagogy of practice” 

that needed to be taught while in practice through observational experiences with veteran 

teachers and in classrooms with children. In this way, the experiences that participants 

had whereby they had interactions with children in groups and in classrooms allowed 

them to feel more ready for their classrooms experiences.  

 The final component of this finding was that participants felt ready for their 

classroom experiences because of their own in-depth knowledge of the subject that they 

were teaching in their placement classroom.  This content knowledge was not part of 

TFA training. Rather, the participants noted that their knowledge and subsequent 

readiness came from either their undergraduate major or their own dual language. Five 

students had college majors that directly aligned to their teaching subject and in turn 

noted their feelings of readiness for their content area.  In addition, another participant 

noted that she was raised in Ecuador and was bilingual thus she felt ready to teach her 

high school Spanish class. 

 This finding aligned to the relevant literature in that these participants already had 

previous knowledge of their specific subject begin taught. In this way, Grossman et al 

(2009) argued that novice teachers need to have an understanding in their particular field 

of learning to feel prepared. Five participants had an undergraduate major in their specific 

teaching subject area. In one situation, the participant was bilingual in Spanish which was 

her teaching subject. All of these participants had an in-depth understanding that aligned 

with Grossman et al (2009) that found that novice teachers feel more ready for their 

classrooms with that knowledge. 
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     Summary of finding 1. While all participants attended and completed the TFA 

Summer Institute training module and noted some benefit from learning how to lesson 

plan and other pedagogy, participants discussed other ways that were mutually exclusive 

from their TFA training in which they felt ready for the classroom. They discussed their 

own preschool through 12th experiences, prior work/volunteer experiences as well as their 

own content knowledge. Each of these factors contributed to their perceptions of 

readiness to teach in their placement classrooms.  The finding illuminates a disconnect 

between TFA training and corps members’ perceived perceptions of preparedness. While 

each participant acknowledged that they completed the Summer Institute training, they 

ascribed their perceptions of readiness to other factors not related to their TFA training. 
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 Finding 2: Fake it til I make it: participant agency. The second major finding 

in this study is that once participants started their academic year in their placement 

classrooms and realized that they were not adequately prepared for their teaching careers, 

they utilized agency to seek experiences that would help them feel more prepared. They 

acted as agents to increase their teaching knowledge. Participants noted several ways that 

they acted as agents. One participant voluntarily and at her own expense attended a 

teaching workshop in Israel. Other participants sought the advice of colleagues or asked 

colleagues to sit in meetings with them.  In another way, participants actively sought 

observational experiences in colleagues’ classrooms to enhance their own teaching 

abilities. From their perspective, they noted that they did not feel prepared for various 

aspects of their teaching careers such as special education and IEP specifically, behavior 

management issues, and teaching strategies and wanted to observe the ways in which 

veteran teachers handled these situations.  

 This finding aligns with the relevant literature. Grossman et al (2009) specifically 

addressed the “pedagogy of investigation” whereby novice teachers need opportunities to 

observe teachers in classrooms working with students. He contended that this active 

participation in classroom observations better prepares novice teachers for their own 

classrooms. Since participants in this study did not feel adequately prepared for their 

classrooms, they used agency to actively seek out these experiences themselves. 
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Summary of finding 2. When participants felt unready for their placement 

classrooms, they used agency to seek additional experiences that would enhance their 

knowledge of teaching. In several cases they asked questions of their colleagues. In other 

cases, they asked for observational experiences in veteran teachers’ classroom. They 

noted that they wanted to actually see what was happening in other classrooms.  

Participants discussed the value of observing these classrooms and how these 

observations positively affected their own classroom teaching strategies and knowledge 

of the profession.  This finding highlights that the participants felt that the Summer 

Institute training was inadequate in several ways. Once participants entered their 

placement classrooms, they found that they were not adequately prepared for various 

aspects of teaching and actively found their own way to enhance their knowledge. 

Moreover, their use of agency to observe colleagues’ classrooms, ask colleagues 

questions, and attend workshops elucidated the lack of training that participants felt that 

they had during the Summer Institute.  

Finding 3: Trained but not enough.  Inherent in this study was an analysis of 

participants’ perceptions of TFA Summer Institute training. While all participants 

completed the training, they noted the ways in which they felt trained and ways in which 

they did not perceive themselves as being trained enough. Overwhelmingly, participants 

noted that eight weeks of training in a summer school setting was not long enough for 

them to feel sufficiently prepared for their classrooms and would have valued additional 

training time prior to entering their placement classrooms.  
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Lesson planning and logistics. The one aspect of training that participants noted 

as valuable and adequately prepared them for the classroom was lesson planning. Seven 

participants noted that they perceived their TFA Summer Institute training to have 

adequately prepared them for the lesson planning component of their teaching careers. 

They enumerated the significant amount of time that training devoted to lesson planning 

and how they worked on lesson plans in groups and with mentors to try and perfect them.  

This finding aligns with relevant literature surrounding novice teacher 

preparation. Both Grossman et al (2009) and Lampert et al (2013) discussed the value of 

novice teachers practicing certain aspect of the pedagogical field prior to beginning in 

their classrooms. This finding supported Grossman et al (2009) “pedagogy of 

investigation” and “discourse of practice” whereby novice teachers are given 

opportunities to explore aspects of the teaching profession by completing tasks and 

testing those task in practice settings. He specifically lists lesson planning as one way to 

practice for the classroom. In this way, participants acknowledged that they had 

opportunities to practice writing lesson plans. Lampert et al (2013) argued that repeatedly 

writing, editing and rewriting lesson plans served as a rehearsal aspect for teaching and 

allowed novice teachers to hone their own knowledge about the classroom and receive 

feedback from veteran teachers.  

Also inherent in this finding were several participants’ responses that stated that 

they did not have enough specific logistical information regarding paperwork especially 

particular to special education. These participants noted a lack of readiness in this aspect 

because they did not receive exposure to these specific areas during training.  This aligns 

with the research above in that participants did not have a rehearsal or an opportunity to 
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explore the aspects surrounding special education paperwork during training and 

therefore felt less prepared for their placements. 

Teaching summer school.   All participants attended the TFA Summer Institute 

eight-week training session. Participants noted the value of teaching during this training 

as important to their readiness. They described these teaching sessions as up to four hours 

long with students in a summer school program in the city of their training. During these 

teaching sessions, corps members would prepare lessons and conduct those lessons with 

corps member partners in front of a classroom of students.  

While all participants perceived this teaching as a valuable experience, some 

individuals questioned the discrepancy between these teaching experiences and their 

placement classrooms.  Participants discussed various inconsistencies in these two 

classrooms. For instance, in cases were corps members taught a different subject or grade 

level, participants perceived themselves to not be fully prepared for their placement 

classrooms.  Similarly, seven participants noted inconsistencies in class size, behavior 

management, and pedagogy that contributed to their perceptions of not being fully 

prepared for their classroom placements. They expressed a desire to have more 

experiences that emulated their final placement so that they felt more proficient with their 

teaching.  

This finding aligns with relevant research in novice teacher preparedness for the 

classroom. Ball & Cohen (1999) described the importance of practice for novice teachers 

with Grossman et al (2009) expanding on this concept with a “pedagogy of practice” that 

postulated the necessity for pre-service teachers to have an opportunity to practice 

concepts in the field of education. He argued that the practice should include novice 
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teachers conducting a lesson with a group of children. Lampert et al (2013) posited that 

the most important piece of novice teacher preparation is the rehearsal of lessons with 

children. In their research, they found that this rehearsal allowed pre-service teachers to 

hone their skills in the classroom. In this study, participants’ perceived lack of readiness 

for the classroom comes from their lack of practice and rehearsal with similar classrooms. 

Since their summer training classroom was dissimilar to their placement classroom, 

participants did not perceive themselves to be adequately prepared for their teaching 

experiences. This finding highlights the discrepancy between the research and the 

participants’ training. While research supports the necessity for comprehensive 

observational experiences in similar classrooms, participants noted that they did not have 

those experiences. This dissimilarly emphasizes a chasm in TFA Summer Institute 

training whereby participants noted that they valued the classroom opportunities during 

Summer Institute, but were not ready for classrooms that did not mirror their summer 

experiences. 
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Coaching and feedback.  TFA Summer Institute provided coaches for all of their 

corps members. These coaches would supervise and provide feedback to corps members 

throughout their training and into their teaching careers under the title of MTLD 

(Manager of Teacher Leadership and Development). Participants spent the most time 

reflecting upon the value of the MTLD once they entered their placement school. While 

nine participants expressed the value of the MTLD observations and feedback, only two 

participants perceived their presence to be adequate. The other seven participants who 

noted this issue all articulated a desire for more support from their MTLD once they 

entered the classroom. Moreover, each of these participants conveyed their perceptions 

that TFA did not provide enough in-classroom support once they began their teaching 

careers.  

Four of these participants reached out to other district colleagues for support and 

feedback. These colleagues were either veteran teachers, principals, or other TFA corps 

members or alumni that acted in a similar role as the MTLD.  In this way, these 

participants found other ways to receive feedback with their teaching and pedagogy 

during their first year teaching. 

 This finding aligns with relevant research surrounding the importance of novice 

teaching training whereby pre-service teachers must repeatedly engage in a cycle of 

enactment and investigation with a supervising teacher (Lampert et al, 2013). This 

concept of ‘rehearsal’ coined by Lampert et al (2013) coincided with TFA’s methodology 

of coaching and feedback provided in their summer training and with the MTLD during 

the academic year. The importance of rehearsal with a trained coach or veteran teacher 

served as a valuable asset to the novice teacher. This research was directly addressed by 
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participants in that they expressed the value and importance of coaching and feedback to 

their training. Conversely, they voiced needing more coaching and feedback and sought 

these experiences themselves through in-district opportunities. Consistent with the 

research, participants noted the importance of coaching and not having enough coaching 

especially once they entered their placement classroom.  This finding highlights the 

inability of TFA to provide adequate training to their corps members especially once they 

entered the classroom.  

 Curriculum and Pedagogy Sessions. Another important aspect of this finding 

was the concept of being trained in specific curriculum and pedagogy yet not feeling 

completely ready for these aspects of the classroom. During the interviews, participants 

conveyed the importance of two specific curricula items that they learned during training.  

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) was the first curriculum noted by 

participants as being valuable to their training. Most of the participants were able to 

define CRP and describe it as being the foundation of their TFA training because of the 

specificity of this curriculum in underperforming schools. Participants described their 

pedagogical concept as related to their classrooms by helping them understand their 

students and their students’ backgrounds. They went on to discuss that CRP referred to 

ethnicity as well as socioeconomics and geography. TFA defined CRP more broadly 

where they considered race, gender, youth, food, style and music within the context of the 

community in which corps members teach (TFA, 2018). Participants explained that they 

incorporated this pedagogical strategy into their classrooms by making sure the 

classroom curriculum was relevant to the specific population of students.  
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While several participants conveyed an appreciation for the discourse surrounding 

CRP, not all participants perceived the training to be enough. In fact, one participant 

specifically discussed the absence of training about the neighborhood in which her 

training occurred and criticized TFA for taking her corps members out of the 

neighborhood to more affluent areas of the city for training events. Moreover, 

participants noted that since many TFA corps members come from very different 

environments then their students come from they need to be better prepared. In fact, five 

participants expressed disappointment in their training around CRP and claimed that TFA 

did not adequately prepare them for their classroom placements surrounding culture and 

diversity. Each of the aforementioned participants expressed a desire for more training in 

CRP especially since many participants come from higher socioeconomics then their 

students. 

This finding aligns with relevant literature that parallels other areas of this finding 

that illuminated the importance of pre-service experiences in a novice teacher’s training. 

The aspect of this finding where participants noted the importance of their training in 

CRP aligned to both Bill & Cohen (1999) and Grossman et al (2009) studies that argued 

in the importance of pre-service teachers developing a ‘pedagogy of practice’ during their 

training. Both studies purported that individuals need to understand various pedagogical 

ideas that that can take into the classroom including a discourse of education and the 

strategies that work best with children. In this way, CRP served as one discourse in 

education that empowered corps members to develop a discourse in underperforming 

students in preparation for their classroom placements. 
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In another way, several participants discussed their disappointment in how TFA 

presented CRP and their desire that they had more training in this pedagogical strategy. 

They conveyed a lack of training especially because their students represented a very 

different environment as compared to how they grew up.  More specifically, they 

described a difference in their own socioeconomics as compared to their students and a 

lack of readiness for that aspect of their classrooms. In this way, this finding aligns with 

Lortie’s (1975) research that argued that an individual’s own classroom experiences 

influence their teaching. He purported that a novice teacher uses those experience as an 

‘apprentice of observation’. As participants noted in this study, they had very different 

experiences than their students and thus did not feel ready for this cultural and/or 

socioeconomic situation of their students. This finding elucidates TFA’s lack of training 

in this pedagogical area which led to corps members not feeling prepared for this aspect 

of their classroom experience. 

The second pedagogical strategy that participants acknowledged as being 

particularly relevant to them during training was No-nonsense Nurturing (NNN). As 

described by participants, this pedagogical strategy specifically deals with behavior 

management. This approach to classroom management demands high expectations by 

only praising outstanding efforts without using words like please in a teacher’s verbal 

interactions. This tool stressed engagement over compliance and is used primarily in 

underperforming classrooms. Participants described NNN and valued the training they 

received but seven participants did not feel that NNN adequately prepared them for their 

classrooms. Two participants noted that they were unprepared for behavior management 

and their training was not enough. Both stated that they learned how to handle behavior 
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management once they entered their classrooms. Five participants detailed the issues they 

had with NNN. Two complained that it was too robotic and another said she used her 

own voice in the classroom rather than NNN. Two other participants described specific 

incidents with TFA and NNN in their classrooms and perceived TFA’s use of NNN to 

represent a way to control children and they did not feel comfortable utilizing this 

strategy in their classrooms. In fact, several of the aforementioned individuals that took 

issue with NNN altered their behavior management strategies once they entered the 

classrooms. 

This finding aligns peripherally with relevant research surrounding novice teacher 

preparation. Introduction of a behavioral management strategy by TFA was an important 

way for novice teachers to develop a ‘pedagogy of practice’ in specific pedagogical ideas 

as defined by Grossman et al (2009). Yet, despite the introduction to this behavior 

management pedagogical strategy, not all participants felt fully prepared for the behavior 

management issues that encountered in their classrooms and several participants 

constructed their own behavior management techniques once their entered their 

placement classrooms. This finding highlighted a lack of TFA training in this area that 

led participants to feel ill-prepared in this area. 

Relationships with students and unexpected school challenges. One aspect of 

the finding of trained but not enough was the discourse of participants surrounding the 

lack of training in several aspects of the classrooms. While all participants completed the 

eight-week summer training, there were several concepts that participants expressed as 

being important in their first year teaching yet they stated that they did not recall being 

trained in these areas.  
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According to participants, one of the most important components to their 

perceived success in the classroom was the development of positive student relationships. 

12 of the 17 participants stressed the importance of relationships with their students. 

Findings pointed to a variety of reasons that participants placed such high value on 

positive relationships including positive academic outcomes, more effective behavior 

management in the classroom, building trust with the students, helping them through 

challenges in their lives, earning the student’s respect, helping to empower the students, 

build relationship capacity in all aspects of their lives, and strengthening their 

commitment to school. Overwhelmingly, participants expressed the importance of these 

relationships and reiterated how they actively developed them without TFA training. 

None of these participants ascribed positive relationships to TFA training. Instead, they 

noted that they determined that they needed to establish these relationships and proceeded 

to find ways to develop these relationships on their own. 

There were several other ways in which participants did not feel prepared for their 

classrooms despite their training. Participants identified four factors that they were not 

prepared to handle once they entered the classroom including school violence issues 

among the students, feelings of a lack of safety in the schools, school politics, 

socioeconomics and lifestyle differences, and special education.  

More specifically, participants relayed examples of gun related incidents that 

included murder charges among students. One participant noted a lack of understanding 

surrounding school politics and expressed a desire that she should have been trained in 

those circumstances prior to beginning her training. In another way, three participants 

expressed a lack of cultural competence in the culture of poverty including low-
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attendance, drug issues and a lack of nutrition. Each participant noted this inexperience 

with these issues and how to handle them in the classroom. Finally, two participants 

noted a lack of understanding in how to handle children with special needs especially 

with regards to the potential for their violent behavior.   

Summary of finding 3. All participants completed their eight-week Summer 

Institute training yet they did not always perceive themselves to be completely ready for 

their placement classrooms. The enumerated the ways in which they were trained for 

their classroom experiences and discussed the ways that training was lacking in certain 

areas. More specifically, participants noted the value of training surrounding lesson 

planning, but conveyed a lack of sufficient training in logistics of the classroom. In 

addition, participants valued their teaching experiences during the Summer Institute 

especially when they paralleled their final placement classrooms yet expressed 

displeasure with the inconsistencies in their summer teaching as compared to their 

teaching experiences. Moreover, a similar grade level and/or subject in both Summer 

Institute and placement school allowed the participants to express perceptions of 

preparedness for their teaching classrooms whereas inconsistencies in the summer 

teaching with the final classroom led participants to feel a lack of preparedness for the 

classroom.  

Another aspect of this finding that participants discussed was the importance of 

coaching and feedback from coaches. TFA provided a MTLD to new TFA corps 

members and they expressed the value they placed on these individuals when they came 

to observe in their classrooms and provided feedback. However, several participants 

described a lack of MTLD presence in the classroom and a desire for additional coaching 
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opportunities. They noted the value of in-district coaches such as colleagues, other TFA 

corps members and alumni as well as supervisors such as principals. These individuals 

took on the role of coaches that provided the much-needed and valued feedback. 

Finding 3 also conveyed the value of curriculum and pedagogy as expressed by 

the participants. They discussed their training in both CRP and NNN. Both of these 

curricula pedagogical strategies were introduced during Summer Institute and serve as 

relevant pedagogy in underperforming classrooms. Participants articulated the value of 

being trained in both aspects of curriculum yet several participants still felt there were 

holes in the training. Several individuals noted that there was not enough training in CRP 

and that they were not adequately prepared for their classroom assignments. Similarly, 

they noted the importance of understanding behavior management and NNN but did not 

agree with the specifics of the strategy. In turn, several participants did not utilize NNN 

at all in their placement classrooms and consequently developed their own behavior 

management strategies. This finding highlights that ways in which participants noted that 

TFA Summer Institute did not adequately prepare them for their classroom placements. 

 The next section of this chapter focuses on the findings as they relate to the 

research questions set forth in this study. 
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 Research question 1: What shaped TFA corps members’ first year 

professional knowledge base and practice at the conclusion of their training and 

during their first year of teaching? Various aspects of each of the three findings related 

to this research question and are presented in this section.  They included (a) participants 

personal educational experiences in preschool through 12th grade (b) prior classroom and 

work/volunteer experiences (c) content knowledge (d) participant agency to enhance 

pedagogical knowledge (e) participant agency through colleague observations (f) lesson 

planning (g) curriculum and pedagogy training. Each of these aspects of the findings 

from this study address this research question by identifying the ways in which 

participants expressed their professional knowledge base development.  

 Each of these aspects of the findings presented in the previous section refer to the 

participants’ perceptions of their professional knowledge base. 
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 Theoretical connection.  Shulman (1986) purported that a teacher’s professional 

knowledge base can be described as their “intellectual biography” and represents “that set 

of understandings, conceptions, and orientations that constitutes their understanding” (p. 

8) of the educational professional knowledge.  Salinas & Blevins (2013) further detailed 

this intellectual biography to include prior experiences, content knowledge, and 

interpretation of training experiences. Thus the findings in this study concur with 

Shulman’s concept of an intellectual biography of teaching. Participants described their 

prior experiences, pedagogical content and training experiences as contributing to their 

professional knowledge base.   

 Research question 1a: What are new TFA Corps Members’ perceptions of 

their Self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming classrooms and to 

manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence and manage curriculum 

and pedagogy? The aspects of the aforementioned findings that can be attributed to this 

research question are (a) stress (b) prior work experiences with and without children (c) 

coaching and feedback (d) participant agency. Analysis of this alignment between the 

various components of this research can best be analyzed through a discussion 

concerning the theoretical perspective and Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) 
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Theoretical connection. My analysis of the data and the findings within this 

study utilized Bandura’s Social Learning theory (1977). In this theory, Bandura 

postulated a view of individuals as agenic decision-makers that learn through observing 

others within the context of experiences and interactions.  He argued that a person’s self-

efficacy or self-confidence in new situations can be influenced by four main processes. 

Those processes included performance accomplishments/past experiences, vicarious 

experiences/modeling by others, social persuasion/coaching and evaluative feedback and 

physiological and emotional states. (see Figure 1 below) 

 

Figure 1. Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Model 

Bandura (1997) argued that these processes come together to influence an 

individual’s self-efficacy in particular situations. These processes serve as the framework 

of analysis for the research data and can be used as a lens for the findings. 
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Bandura theorized that emotional states can positively or negatively affect one’s 

self-efficacy (1977).  Data analysis found that participants noted that they felt stressed 

and overwhelmed during the first few weeks of teaching and that stress contributed to 

perceived perceptions of negative self-efficacy.  They described feeling overwhelmed 

and crying often as well as sleeplessness during their first year of teaching and attributed 

these emotional states to negative feelings of self-efficacy. 

One aspect of the finding of trained but not enough found that participants valued 

coaching and the feedback that the coaches provided to them. From their perspective, 

coaching came in the form of MTLD. Participants described perceptions of both positive 

and negative self-efficacy surrounding coaches. TFA provided a coach during the 

Summer Institute training as well as a coach or MLTD for all Corps members once the 

academic school year began (TFA, 2013).  These coaches periodically visited, observed 

and provided feedback to corps members. Participants noted positive feelings of self-

efficacy when MTLD observed and provided feedback on the observation. Conversely, 

participants noted perceptions of negative self-efficacy when there were infrequent 

MTLD visits. However, several participants noted that the infrequency of visits from 

TFA appointed coaches and expressed a desire for additional coaching experiences.  In 

some cases, participants noted the role of individuals not from TFA but rather from the 

placement school community that acted as coaches. In all cases, corps members discussed 

the importance of these individuals in feelings of positive self-efficacy. These coaches 

took the form of colleague, supervisors and TFA alumni and provided the necessary 

feedback to corps members during their first-year teaching. Bandura’s (1977) theory of 
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self-efficacy supported these findings in that social persuasion in the form of coaches and 

feedback provided by coaches can affect self-efficacy.   

 Another important finding in this study was the way in which participants 

described how they tried to change their feelings of negative self-efficacy surrounding the 

lack of opportunities for teacher observations. In this way, they used agency to enhance 

their self-efficacy. They noted that they did not have sufficient opportunities to observe 

other teachers during their Summer Institute and in turn felt negative self-efficacy. For 

this reason, they actively sought out colleagues to observe once they entered their 

placement schools. More specifically, participants expressed a lack of self-efficacy 

regarding specific content areas, behavior management issues, and special education.  

 These findings align with Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy that described 

vicarious experiences whereby individuals observe others as an integral process for 

individuals to develop self-efficacy.  He argued that these experiences can transmit 

competencies and comparisons to others. More importantly, he stressed the importance of 

“seeing or visualizing people similar to oneself perform successfully typically raises 

efficacy beliefs in observers that they themselves possess the capabilities to master 

comparable activities” (p. 87).   Bandura (1977) theorized that individuals are agenic 

decision makers. In considering these vicarious experiences through observations, 

participants described the ways in which they acted as agents to enhance their self-

efficacy during training and their first-year teaching. Further, the participants noted that 

they sought vicarious experiences and modeling by others specifically for curriculum and 

pedagogy as well as diverse classrooms. 
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Moreover, Bandura (1977) theorized that these experiences are often agenic and 

can enhance personal self-efficacy. Participants noted that they did not have enough 

vicarious or observational experiences and consequently had feelings of negative self-

efficacy.  In turn, they needed to use agency to seek additional experiences specifically in 

the curriculum and pedagogy, subject matter specific as well as diverse classrooms, 

behavior management issues and special education. In particular they provided examples 

of finding additional opportunities where they asked supervisors and colleagues for 

additional observational experiences in other classrooms.  

 Participants expressed a need for more observational experiences during the TFA 

Summer Institute. In fact, they suggested a training model that aligned with a more 

traditional pre-service training model such as student teaching.  Research stated that pre-

service practicum experiences increased self-efficacy (Faez & Valeo, 2012; Eckert, 2013; 

Yost, 2006). Participants acknowledged the importance of their TFA summer training yet 

they noted that there could have been additional experiences provided by TFA such as a 

student teaching component.  Research supported the fact that alternatively-certified 

teachers do not receive as much pre-service training as traditionally trained teachers 

(Cohen-Vogel & Smith, 2007) and teachers with more pre-service training that included 

more work and study in actual classrooms are better prepared for the classrooms (Boyd et 

al., 2009).  

 As a result of my findings, my self-efficacy model appears below in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Study Self-Efficacy Model  

 The Study Self-Efficacy Model highlighted the findings of this study in relation to 

Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Model. The model noted that participants placed an over-

reliance on their own past accomplishments in order to feel positive self-efficacy. In this 

way, participants did not attribute positive self-efficacy to TFA training but rather to their 

own past experiences. In a similar way, participants ascribed an underdevelopment of 
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both vicarious experiences and coaching and evaluative feedback that TFA provided to 

them both during training and during their final placement classrooms. In this way, 

participants noted that TFA had only partial leverage in both of these areas that 

contributed to negative feelings of self-efficacy. Finally, participants stressed their own 

use of agency once they entered their classrooms. In this way, TFA training did not allow 

for enough knowledge base for participants to feel positive self-efficacy thus TFA 

delegated significant work of pedagogical knowledge building to the individual.  

Research question 1b: What are new teacher perceptions of the mechanisms by 

which TFA shaped their self-efficacy regarding their readiness for underperforming 

classrooms and to manage diverse classrooms, maintain cultural competence, and 

manage curriculum and pedagogy? 

Aspects of the findings that directly related to this research question were (a) 

teaching summer school (b) coaching and feedback (c) lesson planning and logistics (d) 

curriculum and pedagogy sessions. Participants discussed various aspects of their training 

that they attributed to TFA specifically.  
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 Theoretical connection. TFA’s mission recruited non-education majors to work 

in underperforming classrooms. The program required the recruits to participate in an 

eight-week summer program, Summer Institute, at locations across the country.  In this 

way, the Summer Institute acted as the training program for all the participants of this 

study. The theoretical foundation built upon Bourdieu’s concept of social reproduction, 

“organizational habitus” (Horvat & Antonio, 1999), symbolic violence and pedagogic 

action (Bourdieu, 1977).  These concepts worked together to conceptualize how the 

dominant organization inculcated teachers’ ideas and pedagogic styles in classroom 

practices through training. (See Theoretical Perspective Graphic Representation in 

Appendix B). In this case, the dominant group, TFA, is an organization with a common 

culture and perception of education therefore they have organizational habitus.  Since 

individuals came into Summer Institute with limited knowledge of classroom teaching, 

TFA had pedagogic authority over them and employed symbolic violence during their 

Summer Institute to legitimize the ideals of the teaching profession and underperforming 

students. These concepts interacted with Bandura’s ideas concerning self-efficacy in that 

the Summer Institute represented one contextualized factor that influenced self-

efficacy.  Through pedagogic action and symbolic action during the Summer Institute, 

TFA affected corps members’ self-efficacy. In this way, aspects of the findings that 

directly related to this research question were considered the ways in which participants 

identified the mechanisms that TFA utilized to shape their perceptions self-efficacy. 

Those mechanisms included (a) teaching summer school (b) coaching and feedback (c) 

lesson planning and logistics (d) curriculum and pedagogy sessions.  
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 Summer Institute training consisted of teaching blocks of up to four hours per day 

where corps members would spend time in a summer school classroom with as many as 

15 children. These blocks allowed for planning and teaching several lessons per day 

(TFA, 2018). Participants noted that they did not have a choice in summer school 

placements. In cases where participants’ summer school placement was similar to their 

actual classroom placement they noted a high degree of self-efficacy.  Participants noted 

that similar placements included a similar content area and/or a similar grade level. 

 Conversely, in situations where participants’ summer placements were not similar 

to their actual classroom placement, participants noted that their self-efficacy was 

adversely affected. More specifically, participants with acknowledged differences in the 

number of children in the summer school compared to the number of students in their 

final placement classroom stated that they felt less self-efficacy in their placements. 

Similarly, participants that had summer training in different content area than their final 

placements felt less self-efficacy.  More specifically, participants that ultimately worked 

in special education as well as Spanish classrooms felt these differences more 

profoundly. Finally, participants noted a difference in summer placement classroom 

demographics compared to actual classroom placements. Findings illuminated that 

participants noted differences in socioeconomics and ethnicity in the summer placement 

versus the actual academic year classroom and not feeling fully prepared for these 

differences in diverse classrooms or having a cultural competence for their academic-year 

placements. 

 These findings coincide with research that found that TFA’s Summer Institute had 

the pedagogic action (Bourdieu, 1977) to positively or negatively influence participants’ 
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self-efficacy. The intersection of Bourdieu’s pedagogic action and Bandura’s self-

efficacy finds that the Summer Institute is a platform to positively or negatively affect 

self-efficacy.  Tschannen-Moran, Hoy & Hoy (1998) found that there was a connection 

between teaching experiences and self-efficacy that contextualizes the findings of similar 

teaching experiences positively affecting self-efficacy and dissimilar placements 

adversely affecting participants’ self-efficacy. The findings in this study aligned with 

research that found that similar training experiences positively affect self-efficacy and 

dissimilar teacher training experiences negatively affect self-efficacy. 

 Participants discussed that TFA stated that staff members would observe corps   

members’ teaching during the Summer Institute and provide feedback. This feedback 

consisted of areas of development and will help encourage additional student learning. 

According to TFA, this feedback will happen daily during the Summer Institute and then 

carry forward into each corps member’s placement school.  TFA did not denote the 

frequency of the placement school visits by the coach or MLTD. Bandura (1977) 

purported the importance of coaching and evaluative feedback in self-efficacy. Findings 

of this study support that theory as participants stressed the value of those coaching and 

evaluative feedback interactions during both the Summer Institute and during their first 

year of teaching. In addition, participants noted the importance of those interactions and 

how they contributed to feelings of positive self-efficacy. 

 Conversely, where participants expressed a lack of self-efficacy without coaching 

and evaluative feedback. They expressed a need for additional TFA coaching. In those 

instances, participants discussed the ways in which they acted as agents to seek additional 

coaching on their own.  They noted instances of agency in trying to engage the TFA 
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coach/MTLD for additional visits as well as instances where they sought colleagues help. 

In this way, participants’ use of agency to seek additional support aligned with Bandura’s 

(1977) theory that described individuals as agenic decision-makers that strived to 

increase self-efficacy on their own. 

 Another mechanism that participants described as helping with their self-efficacy 

was lesson planning and classroom logistics taught during the Summer Institute. TFA 

(2018) stressed the value of lesson planning and the ways in which they would help corps 

members design, implement and assess lessons throughout the Summer Institute. 

Participants acknowledged TFA’s role in helping them develop an in-depth 

understanding of lesson planning. Further, they attributed positive self-efficacy regarding 

their ability to create lesson plans in their placement schools. Participants had higher 

perceptions of self-efficacy when lesson planning aligned more closely with their 

placement school’s lesson plan rubric. 

 Findings shed light on two valuable curriculum and pedagogy mechanisms that 

participants attributed to the TFA Summer Institute. They were Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy (CRP) and No-Nonsense Nurturing (NNN). TFA (2017) defined CRP as a 

“student-centered approach to teaching in which the students’ unique cultural strengths 

are identified and nurtured to promote student achievement and a sense of well-being 

about the student’s cultural place in the world”. Further, they noted the need for teachers 

to use a cultural consciousness in classroom choices. In turn, these ideas would have a 

positive academic outcome specifically in underperforming classrooms. 

 Participants noted that the Summer Institute stressed the importance of CRP and 

provided a significant amount of understanding in the concept. They acknowledged that 
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CRP aligned with TFA’s mission of working with underperforming students and 

discussed how this understanding of this curricular approach to underperforming 

classrooms allowed them to develop a deeper understanding of these spaces. Further, 

several participants expressed that understanding CRP and their students helped them feel 

more confident in their placement classrooms.  

 While all participants noted that the TFA Summer Institute training experience 

introduced CRP, some participants acknowledged that they were still lacking sufficient 

knowledge in these ideas. Findings in this study saw participants state that they did not 

have enough knowledge in this area and with specific underperforming populations and 

that this contributed to their feelings of low self-efficacy in the classroom. Several 

participants noted that there was not enough preparation for how to teach students that 

did not look like they looked. Further, participants expressed that differences between 

TFA corps members’ affluent background and their underperforming students low 

socioeconomic background were not addressed in training and therefore led to lower 

feelings of self-efficacy. 

These findings aligned with research by Onafowora (2006) that found novice 

teachers working with minority students and/or low socioeconomic classrooms exhibited 

lower self-efficacy as compared to novice teachers working with other populations. 

Further, Chester & Beaudin (1996) found that prior experiences working with these 

populations positively and negatively affect self-efficacy. Research conducted by Faez & 

Valeo (2012) also discussed the importance of specific pre-service experiences 

surrounding underperforming populations and the positive effects on self-efficacy. 
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Another TFA curricular mechanism identified by participants was the behavior 

management technique No-Nonsense Nurturing (NNN) as another mechanism that 

affected their self-efficacy.  NNN is a classroom management technique that limits 

praising, eradicates the use of the word ‘please’ by teachers and demands high 

expectations from all students (TFA, 2018). This curricular approach has been utilized in 

underperforming classrooms in this country. Participants discussed the introduction of 

NNN in the Summer Institute and discussed how TFA staff members encouraged NNN 

during the Summer Institute teaching sessions. Participants noted the relevance of this 

technique in the classroom, but findings pointed to participants not feeling prepared for 

behavior management issues in the classroom. Further, participants noted that in these 

instances they felt less self-efficacy and preparedness for their permanent placement. In 

fact, participants discussed ways in which they changed their behavior management 

techniques to reflect their own teaching style as well as the students in their classrooms. 

Conclusion 

 Wendy Kopp created TFA in hopes to eradicate the achievement gap in 

underperforming schools by placing high-achieving non-education college graduates in 

these spaces (Kopp, 2011). Her mission statement supported research that stated that 

underperforming classrooms have access to few qualified teachers yet their presence 

makes a significant difference in children’s academic outcomes student (Akiba, LeTendre 

& Scribner; 2007; Dee, 2004; Eddy & Easton-Brooks, 2011; Groninger, Buese & Larson, 

2012; Guo, Connor, Yang, Konstantopoulos & Sun, 2012; Lankford & Ingersoll, 2002; 

Loeb & Wykhoff, 2002; Murnane & Steele, 2007.Roehrig & Morrison, 2012; Hill, 

Rowan & Ball, 2005; Song; 2006.) Thus, Wendy Kopp sought to recruit and train these 
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individuals in an eight-week Summer Institute and place them for two years into an 

underperforming classroom. Further, researchers found that novice teachers with high 

self-efficacy have more success in the classroom (Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011). 

In turn, more research was crucial in understanding the level of self-efficacy and 

preparedness that TFA Corps members had during their training and into the beginning of 

their teaching careers. Further, research needed to illuminate the mechanisms by which 

corps members ascribed to their TFA Summer Institute training. 

 This interview-based qualitative study involved 17 TFA corps members and 

alumni. Through data analysis of the 17 interview transcripts, I concluded that the TFA 

Summer Institute did not provide an adequate sense of preparedness for these TFA corps 

members in their classroom placements. While there were aspects of their classroom 

experiences which they felt prepared to handle, the participants noted ways they felt 

prepared that were not related to TFA training. More specifically, participants used prior 

work experiences both in and out of the classroom, volunteer experiences and even 

another AmericaCorp program called CityYear to supplement their own Summer Institute 

training and to help them feel more self-confident once they entered the classroom. 

Moreover, as Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory postulated would happen these intelligent 

new teachers utilized agency to find ways to enhance both their self-efficacy and their 

professional knowledge base once they entered the classroom. In this way, they sought 

observational experiences and mentoring opportunities from veteran teachers to enhance 

their self-efficacy and their professional development.   

The lack of perceived preparation that TFA corps members felt undermined the 

mission of TFA overall.  Their mission stated that “Institute is a rigorous, hands-on 
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experience based on a proven model that combines intensive training with immersive 

teaching practice and coaching. Your time at Institute will prepare you with foundational 

knowledge, skills and experiences” (TFA, 2018).  The results of my study highlighted the 

misalignment in TFA’s training mission and the level of preparedness actually felt by 

corps members. Inherently, my data does not support the success of this mission. The 17 

participants perceived their training to be lacking in a variety of ways and did not believe 

they went into their placement fully prepared to handle their classrooms. In this way, 

TFA delegated significant work of professional knowledge building to the participant 

whereby each participant noted a use of personal agency to enhance their professional 

knowledge. 

 Moreover, my research findings problematizes TFA’s training mission statement 

in the context of alternative teacher training specifically for underperforming classrooms. 

Without having been properly prepared, corps members have more challenges when 

entering these classrooms. Thus, the corps members interviewed had to navigate the gap 

in their own pedagogical content knowledge themselves.  

Implications  

 The recommendations related to policy and research outlined below are based on 

the results of this study and related literature. 
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Policy. Despite many efforts to combat underperforming schools and teacher sorting, 

there is still a lack of highly-qualified teachers in schools that need them the most 

(DeLuca, Takano, Hinshaw & Raisch, 2009: Ingersoll, 2002; Jackson, 2009; Lankford, 

Loeb & Wyckoff, 2002; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005). TFA’s model of 

finding highly-qualified individuals and trains them to teach in underperforming schools 

is one vehicle that tries to bring highly-qualified teachers to those spaces. Understanding 

how TFA’s Summer Institute affects corps members’ self-efficacy upon entering these 

spaces is necessary for providing insight into this particular alternative route teacher 

education programs. Through this interview-based qualitative study, I found 

comprehensive information that provided understanding about participants’ formation of 

a professional knowledge base and the self-efficacy they had during training and during 

their first year of teaching as well as the Summer Institute mechanisms that influenced 

their self-efficacy.   

 The findings of this study inform TFA, policy makers, and placement school 

administrators about how the training in this particular teaching training program 

positively or negatively affected teacher self-efficacy during and after the eight-week 

Summer Institute. Researchers (Belfiore, Auld & Lee, 2005; Chester & Beaudin, 1996; 

Eckert, 2013; Faez & Valeo, 2012; Onafowora, 2006; Roofe & Miller, 2013; Song, 2006; 

Tschannon-Moran & Johnson, 2011; Yost, 2006) overwhelmingly found that there was a 

strong connection between self-efficacy and novice teacher success as well as student 

achievement.  In this way, TFA, policy makers, and placement school administrators 

should value feedback that enables them to ensure that novice TFA corps members have 

positive self-efficacy once they are teaching in their classrooms. 
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1. TFA should include more observational experiences. This research informs 

TFA specifically about the lack of preparedness felt by their corps members. For this 

reason they need to readjust their training.  My research found that corps members noted 

a lack of observational opportunities before and during their training. TFA should 

consider an observation model of teaching in their training. Perhaps having corps 

members start the first week of June in an observation way in classrooms all over the 

country to provide a foundation of teaching. After this observational experience, they 

could proceed with the Summer Institute. Another value to this observational model 

would be to add several weeks onto the Summer Institute. 

2. TFA should provide alignment between summer and final placement 

experiences. Another way that TFA could enhance self-efficacy is through additional 

teaching experiences during summer school that more closely aligned with participants 

placements. In this study, I found that participants noted a lack of consistency between 

their summer placements and their final classroom placement. This difference led 

participants to note a lack of self-efficacy. In this way, TFA should ensure that corps 

members have similar teaching experiences in their training as they will have in their 

placement classrooms. Further, placement school administrators should note each corps 

members’ summer experience and provide additional training for corps members that do 

not have training experience in their placement grade and/or content areas. 

3. TFA should provide more mentoring experiences. My research found a lack of 

mentoring experiences both during Summer Institute and once they entered the 

classroom.  Again, this misaligns with TFA’s mission statement that stated that corps 

members will continue to develop their skills with coach’s support during their first two 
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years of teaching. Participants discussed feelings of positive self-efficacy with MTLD 

coaching and feedback and negative self-efficacy without the coaching. They went on to 

enumerate the ways that they sought additional in-district coaching themselves through 

colleagues and administration. In this way, TFA should ensure that each MTLD conduct 

regular observations of novice corps members. Similarly, district administrators should 

ensure that they establish regular observations with feedback to TFA corps members. 

These district observations could take the form of colleague observations as well. These 

in-district observations and feedback will potential fill the holes between MTLD 

observations. 

4. TFA should enhance training in their particular curricular areas such as 

CRP and NNN. Participants noted a lack of self-efficacy surrounding knowledge 

specific to the curricula areas taught by TFA. In particular, participants discussed only 

receiving a peripheral understanding of CRP and NNN and not being fully prepared for 

their final classroom placement. TFA should increase the amount of time and the 

presentation of both of these curricular areas thus empowering their corps members to 

feel fully prepared for their classroom placements. When these curricular areas align with 

placement districts, district administrators should ensure that all corps members have 

adequate training in both pedagogical teaching strategies.  

5. Both TFA and district administrators should include discussion around 

topics of school violence, student relationships, school politics, the culture of poverty 

and special education. Each of these aspects of the classroom and education in training 

will ensure that all corps members are adequately prepared for their placements. 

Participants expressed a lack of TFA training in understanding each of these areas. Eckert 
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(2013) found that teacher preparation programs that specifically discussed poverty and 

the effects in the classroom increased teacher’s self-efficacy in the classroom and in turn 

lessened teacher attrition. This study was relevant to this finding in that a lack of training 

in these areas adversely affected participants’ self-efficacy once they entered the 

classroom. In this way, the policy recommendation is two-fold. Both TFA and district 

administrators should include each of these aspects of the classroom and education in 

their training to ensure that all corps members are adequately prepared for their 

placements. 

Implications for Future Research. There has been research surrounding the 

implications of positive teacher self-efficacy and classroom outcomes including student 

achievement. However, there has been limited research on positive teacher self-efficacy 

and alternatively trained teachers. This study addressed this chasm in research. However, 

this study was limited to 17 participants in the mid-Atlantic region. Expanding this study 

to other participants in a broader geographic space may result in a more in-depth 

perspective of TFA’s Summer Institute and corps members’ self-efficacy. Since TFA as 

an entity was not included in this study, the true experience of the Summer Institute 

cannot be garnered. In addition, this study did not include actual observations during the 

Summer Institute so there was a reliance on participants’ experiences. Future studies may 

address these limitations by expanding the geographic area of participants and observing 

TFA Summer Institute training as part of the research methodology. 

 This study aimed to understand what shaped TFA corps members professional 

knowledge base, the perceived perception of corps members’ self-efficacy, and the 

mechanisms by which the Summer Institute affected corps members’ self-efficacy. 
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Although this study specifically examined TFA corps members’ self-efficacy, it 

contributes to a body of research that supports continued analysis of teacher self-efficacy 

in teacher training especially in alternative-route teacher training. Utilizing Bandura’s 

(1977) Theory of Self-efficacy as it intersections with Bourdieu’s (1984) Theory of 

Pedagogic Action and Symbolic Violence to understand how teacher training programs 

positively and negatively affect self-efficacy can aid future research in finding ways that 

teacher training programs can better prepare teachers to have higher self-efficacy as they 

enter the classroom as higher teacher self-efficacy leads to positive student outcomes 

(Tschannen-Moran & Johnson, 2011) especially with children living in poverty (Belfiore, 

Auld & Lee, 2005). Further, teachers that have high self-efficacy in the first year of their 

teaching careers have high self-efficacy later in their careers as well (Tschannen-Moran 

& Johnson, 2011). As the teacher shortage in underperforming schools continues, there 

needs to be an understanding in the best way to train alternative-route teachers.  

More specifically, researchers may want to explore self-efficacy in a variety of 

alternative-route education programs and the mechanisms utilized that influenced an 

individual’s perceptions of higher self-efficacy. These insights can provide value in 

understanding the ways in which alternative route education programs can best influence 

positive self-efficacy and in turn produce positive results in the underperforming 

classrooms they chose to place participants.   
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APPENDIX A:  

Background Information 

1. Where did you grow up? How would you describe this area?  How would you 

describe your childhood?   

2. What was school like for you?  

3. Prior to TFA, what type of prior experiences did you have with children? 

Decision to participate in Teach for America 

4. Prior to your exposure to TFA, did you consider becoming a teacher?  (Why or 

why not?) 

5. How did you decide to participate in TFA? (Prior to TFA were you interested in 

becoming a teacher?) 

6. What were the factors that influenced your decision to accept a position with 

TFA? 

7. Where do you see yourself professionally in five years? 

Teaching Philosophy  

8. What is your teaching philosophy? 

9. How did you develop that teaching philosophy? Did that philosophy change once 

you entered the classroom? 

10. What influenced your teaching strategies and pedagogy during your first year? 

11. On a scale of 1-10 with one as a low and 10 as high, rate your teaching confidence 

when you entered your classroom.  Rate your self-confidence at the end of your 

first semester. 

TFA Training 
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12.  Discuss the process of preparation you did or TFA recommended prior to the 

beginning of training? 

13.  Describe a typical day of training. 

14.  Outside of your mandatory training day, discuss what you did to help with 

preparation for your TFA classroom assignment.  

15. What types of classroom experiences did you have during your training? 

16. Discuss the role-playing scenarios that TFA asked you to do.  Discuss the 

feedback that TFA mentors provided after these scenarios. 

17. Discuss the lesson planning experiences that TFA asked you to do.  Discuss the 

feedback that TFA mentors provided after these scenarios. 

18. Discuss the behavior management techniques that TFA presented to you during 

their training. 

19. Discuss the pedagogical theories that TFA presented during your training. 

(Which theories were you most familiar with prior to entering training?  Did you do any 

of your own research on these theories?) 

20.  Describe the most salient/poignant/important/valuable moment of your training. 

Participant’s Perception of TFA’s Goals and Philosophies 

21. What do you feel are the goals of TFA?  What do you think is TFA’s teaching 

philosophy? 

22. What do you think TFA’s number one priority for you, the Corp Member is?  

TFA Placement 

23. Describe your current TFA placement.  (district and school) 

24. Discuss your familiarity of this particular area prior to placement.  
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25. In what ways did TFA discuss the culture, socioeconomics, ethnicity or academic 

record of the specific schools in which you would be placed? (In what ways did 

TFA train you in specific teaching strategies for these classrooms?) 

26.  In what ways did TFA prepare you best for your placement? 

27.  Discuss where TFA could have spent more time in your training? 

Teacher Identity 

28.  What are your professional goals for you this year? (Does TFA have different 

goals for you?) 

29.  What are your greatest strengths in the classroom?   

30. What are your biggest challenges in your classroom?  (How did TFA prepare you 

for these challenges?) 

TFA Professional Development 

31. Discuss the professional development topics that you would find most helpful. 

(Discuss TFA’s professional development plans and explain how they handle 

your questions and issues.) 

32. Discuss your biggest successes during your first semester of teaching. 

33. Discuss your biggest challenges during your first semester. 

34. Discuss where you felt most prepared for your classroom experience. 

35. Discuss where you felt least prepared for your classroom experience. 

36. Discuss the ways in which TFA prepared you best for your classroom experience. 

37. Discuss the ways in which TFA did not prepare you for your classroom 

experience. 

38. Discuss classroom management.  Did TFA prepare you for this construct? 
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39. Discuss the ways in which you were prepared for the diversity of your classroom 

and your school. 

40. Discuss the ways in which you were not prepared for the diversity in your 

classroom and your school. 

41. Discuss the ways in which you were prepared for the curriculum. 

42. Discuss the ways in which you were not prepared for the curriculum. 

43. If you could provide additional feedback to TFA Summer Institute, what 

suggestions would you make? 
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APPENDIX B 

Theoretical Perspective Representation 

 

Bandura Bourdieu Alignment of 
Bandura and 

Boudieu 

Research 
Question 

Alignment 

Self-Efficacy Theory 
stated that high self-
confidence can 
influence an 
individual’s ability to 
positively affect others. 

Social Reproduction 
Theory stated that 
groups reproduce 
existing social 
structure to preserve 
their advantages.   

  

Teacher training is a 
contextual factor that 
influences a novice 
teacher’s self-efficacy.   

Through a process of 
habitus, teacher 
training served as a 
contextual factor in 
Social Reproduction 
Theory through the 
enculturation of 
teachers. 

TFA Summer 
Training Institute 
served as a 
contextual factor by 
influencing teachers’ 
self-efficacy through 
the cultural 
transmission of the 
education 
profession.  This is 
done through 
habitus.   

What aWhat are 

new teacher 

perceptions 

of the 

mechanisms 

by which 

TFA shaped 

their self-

efficacy 

regarding 

their 

readiness for 

underperfor

ming 

classrooms 

and to 

manage 

diverse 

classrooms, 

maintain 

cultural 

competence 

and manage 

curriculum 

and 

pedagogy?  
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Teachers with high 
self-efficacy positively 
affect children in 
underprivileged 
classrooms. 

Teachers enter the 
classroom with the 
ability to transmit the 
dominant culture 
through their 
interactions with 
students. 

Teachers with high 
self-efficacy 
transmit this 
dominant culture 
through their 
teaching. 

 What are 

new Teach 

for America 

teacher 

perceptions 

of their self-

efficacy 

regarding 

their 

readiness for 

underperfor

ming 

classrooms 

and to 

manage 

diverse 

classrooms, 

maintain 

cultural 

competence 

and manage 

curriculum 

and 

pedagogy? 
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APPENDIX C: 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

Teach for America Corps Members’ Perceptions of Classroom Self-Efficacy   

  

             You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Dr. Susan 

Swayze of the Graduate School of Education, Educational Leadership Department in 

reference to the student researcher’s degree, Doctorate of Education in Educational 

Administration and Policy Studies. You are being asked to participate in this study 

because you recently completed the Teach for America Summer Training Institute. 

Please read this form and ask us any questions that will help you decide if you want to be 

in the study. Taking part is completely voluntary, and your employment status will not, 

in any way, be affected should you choose not to participate or to withdraw at any time.               

The purpose of this study is to examine the self-efficacy of novice Teach for 

America Corps Members as they leave the summer training and embark upon the school 

year.  Further, this study examines the perceptions that Corps Members have of their 

training experiences in the summer training.  If you decide to participate, you will be 

asked to take part in a face-to-face interview that will take 30-45 minutes to complete. 

You will be asked questions regarding your decision to participate in Teach for America, 

your teacher training, and your philosophies of teaching.  The interview will be audio 

recorded only, and a verbatim transcript will be created.  Each participant will receive a 

cash stipend. 

        Your participation is voluntary and your transcript will be kept confidential. If 

you decide to participate initially and later change your mind, you may withdraw 

participation at any time. Your interview transcript will not include your name or the 

college you attended. All participants will be ascribed an alphanumeric code to minimize 

risk and ensure confidentiality. When results from the study are communicated, all 

participants and their individual comments will be identified by pseudonym. If any 

identifying information arises during the course of the interview, it will be removed from 

the transcript. Your transcript will be destroyed once the research study is complete.  

       If you have any questions related to this research study, please feel free to contact 

the student researcher, Lisa Zappetti @ lzappetti@gwu.edu or the Principal Investigator, 

Susan Swayze, Ph.D., at swayze@gwu.edu. If you have questions or comments regarding 

your rights as a participant in this research, please contact the GWU Office of Human 

Research at 202-994-2715 or ohrirb@gwu.edu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Subject Signature: __________________________________________________________ 

 




