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Abstract of Dissertation 

“Stroke Your Thoroughbreds and Kick Your Donkeys”: 

Power and the Secondary Administrative Distribution of Teaching Assignments 

There is evidence to suggest that the teaching assignment process affects teacher 

career decisions and therefore teacher retention (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Loeb, Kalogrides, & Beteille, 2012; Ost & 

Schiman, 2015).  Understanding what administrators believe influences their decisions 

and what teachers perceive influences those decisions shed light on how the teaching 

assignment process works and how it might affect teacher career decisions.  The purpose 

of this study was to investigate and describe the strategies and rationale employed by 

administrators in the distribution of teaching assignment, the factors teachers perceive to 

influence the teaching assignment process, whether teachers and administrators believe 

the process affects teacher retention, and whether teachers believe power relations play a 

role in the process.  Qualitative interpretive design was the best choice of methodology to 

examine the teacher assignment process in schools (Merriam, 2009).  Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 14 teachers and nine administrators in nine districts 

across six states.   

 This study used Bourdieu’s concepts of social capital and misrecognition as 

theoretical framework (1984).  In addition, psychological contract, trust, communication, 

and transparency (Rousseau, 1989; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998) were used as 

conceptual frameworks.  Findings from data analysis included the following: (1) social 

capital was a component of the teaching assignment process connected to teachers’ 

preference for honors courses and students; (2) administrator communication and 

transparency seemed related to teachers’ perception of psychological contract breach, 
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trust in their administrators, and occasionally their career decisions; (3) social conditions 

were an important factor in teacher retention; (4) teaching assignment had an impact on 

teacher career decisions; and (5) administrators demonstrated symbolic violence over 

teachers, evident through language of power and decision making. 

This research contributed to a better understanding of how administrators 

implement the teaching assignment process and how teachers experience that process, 

with implications for improvement.  It is important for administrators to know how 

changing teaching assignments affects teachers and how teachers understand and 

experience the process in order to retain high quality teachers.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Overview 

Retention of high quality teachers is essential to improve student learning, 

especially as “roughly 30 percent [of teachers] will leave the profession permanently 

within five years of beginning” (National Academy of Education, 2009, p. 4).  Many 

researchers have examined factors that influence teacher attrition and retention, including 

working conditions, salary, and school leadership, among others.  In the first study to link 

teachers to their specific students, Feng (2010) found that “within-school classroom 

assignments play an important role in teacher mobility decisions” (p. 278).  Feng (2010) 

evaluated the impact of classroom environment and teaching assignment on teacher 

mobility and discovered that classroom settings correlated with teacher mobility.  

Research has shown that principals at the elementary level move teachers’ assignments 

for professional development purposes, to shake things up for a teacher they perceive to 

have stagnated, to make a better fit between teacher and content or teacher and students, 

or to attempt to raise test scores (referred to as staffing to the test) (Carlyon & Fisher, 

2012; Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Donaldson, 2013).  In regards to how teaching assignments 

are distributed in schools, Kalogrides, Loeb, and Beteille (2013) stated,  

The preferences of parents, teachers, and school leadership are all likely to 

influence the assignment of students to teachers within schools.  The allocation of 

teachers to students is likely to result from a complex process whereby principals 

and other school leaders attempt to balance short- and long-term goals while 

responding to pressures to meet the preferences of teachers, students, and parents. 

(p. 105) 

 

This complex process of teaching assignment distribution, which has been shown to 

affect teacher retention (Feng, 2010), has not been much studied, especially at the 

secondary level.  Further empirical research on this topic is needed to clarify how 
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secondary school administrators distribute teaching assignments, teachers’ perceptions of 

this process, and whether teachers and administrators believe teaching assignments affect 

teacher career decisions. 

In this study, I examined the teaching assignment process in the context of 

secondary schools.  Much was learned about retaining effective teachers through an 

examination of the strategies and rationale used by administrators during the assignment 

process, teachers’ perceptions of the factors that influence scheduling, teachers and 

administrators’ beliefs about teaching assignments’ effect on teacher retention and 

attrition, and teachers’ perceptions of the effects of power relations on the teaching 

assignment process.   

Statement of the Problem 

There were several gaps in the bodies of research included in this literature 

review.  In the teacher retention literature, there was a paucity of qualitative research.  

Much of the research used quantitative methods, especially regression, to predict certain 

attributes of teachers who left or to predict which working conditions components 

influenced teachers’ mobility decisions (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Bieler, Holmes, & 

Wolfe, 2017; Boyd, Grossman, Ing, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2011; Cha & Cohen-

Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2008; Donaldson, 2013; Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2009; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Grissom & 

Keiser, 2011; Grissom & Reininger, 2012; Hancock & Scherff, 2010; Hanushek, Kain, & 

Rivkin, 2004; Jackson, 2012; Johnson, Kraft, & Papay, 2012; Jones & Youngs, 2012; 

Kelly, 2004; Loeb, Darling-Hammond, & Luczak, 2005; Loeb, Kalogrides, & Beteille, 

2012; Scafidi, Sjoquist, & Stinebrickner, 2007; Tickle, Chang, & Kim, 2011; Ware & 
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Kitsantas, 2007).  The bulk of the teacher attrition literature pointed to job satisfaction 

and working conditions as reasons teachers leave their building or the profession (Cha & 

Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter et al., 2008; Gardner, 2010; Grissom & Keiser, 2011; 

Horng, 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; Loeb et al., 2005).   

Neither teacher retention research nor teaching assignment research specifically 

analyzed the teaching assignment process itself, although some researchers pointed to the 

importance of teaching assignments in teacher retention and attrition (Andrews & Quinn, 

2004; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Loeb et al., 2012).  

While many studies have connected teaching assignments to testing (Brummett & 

Gershenson, 2012; Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014) and 

collective bargaining agreements and district policies (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-

Lampkin, 2007; Koski & Horng, 2007; Strunk & Grissom, 2010), only one study 

conducted in New Zealand specifically examined the process of teaching assignment 

distribution in elementary schools in regards to leadership (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012).  

This study did not examine strategies taken into account by administrators, administrative 

decision making, power relations between teachers and administrators, or teachers’ 

perceptions of the process.    

In addition, no study has examined the teaching assignment process in secondary 

schools from the administrator perspective, although one quantitative study on teacher 

sorting within schools examined some components of the assignment process across a 

large urban district (Kalogrides et al., 2013) and one study from 2017 analyzed teachers’ 

perceptions of the teaching assignment process and the correlation between teacher 

agency and teacher turnover (Bieler et al., 2017).  Teaching assignment is only one factor 
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in some teachers’ decisions to leave their schools or the profession, but it is an important 

one that has not much been studied at the secondary level through qualitative 

methodology.  Power relations and administrative decision making in schools, both of 

which may affect the teaching assignment distribution process, affect teachers’ 

perceptions of their working conditions and may therefore affect teacher career decisions 

(Noel, Slate, Brown, & Tejada-Delgado, 2008; Overton, 2009).  Qualitative teaching 

assignment studies generally favored elementary schools (Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-

Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014).  In other cases, studies on teaching assignment were 

narrowly focused on a very specific group of teachers (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; 

Gardner, 2010).  Because this process affects teachers’ mobility decisions, research on 

teaching assignment is important to better understand how administrators make teaching 

assignment decisions and how teachers perceive those decisions.  Overton (2009) 

examined the effects of power on teachers; she concluded that disempowerment or low 

job satisfaction resulting from power structures in schools could lead to teachers leaving 

the profession.  These findings make the case for a study on teaching assignment that 

examines power relations and administrative decision making in order to make 

recommendations around the teaching assignment process that could improve teacher 

retention.        

In the leadership literature, only a few studies addressed the uniqueness of 

leadership at the high school level (Crum & Sherman, 2008; Rayfield & Diamantes, 

2004) in ways that connected to teaching assignment distribution.  The body of research 

on leadership, power relations, and decision making similarly failed to include specific 

studies on the teaching assignment process but did draw connections to teacher job 
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satisfaction and retention through shared decision making and teacher empowerment 

(Blase & Blase, 2004; Brosky, 2011; Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; Jackson, 2012; Leech & 

Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009; Ryan & Rottman, 2009; Shen & Xia, 

2012).  A study on the teaching assignment process examining teacher and administrator 

perceptions of that process and its influences would connect these bodies of literature and 

fill a gap in the research.  

The bodies of literature reviewed failed to include a qualitative study of the 

process of the distribution of teaching assignments at the secondary level.  Leadership 

literature did not specifically connect teaching assignment to power relations or decision 

making.  These gaps demonstrate a clear need for an analysis of how administrators 

distribute teaching assignments at the secondary level in the United States, educators’ 

perceptions on how the process might affect teacher retention, and educators’ perceptions 

of the role of power relations in the process.  Results and recommendations from this 

study could help address the problem of retaining effective teachers.  Additionally, 

including teacher and administrator voices provided a more intimate picture of the 

process and its effects on those involved.   

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the strategies and 

rationale employed by administrators in the distribution of teaching assignment, the 

factors teachers perceive to influence the teaching assignment process, whether teachers 

and administrators believe the process affects teacher retention, and whether teachers 

believe power relations play a role in the process.  This research contributed to a better 

understanding of how administrators implement the teaching assignment process and how 
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teachers experience that process, with implications for improvement.  It is important for 

administrators to know how changing teaching assignments affects their teachers and 

how their teachers understand and experience the process in order to retain high quality 

teachers.  For this study, qualitative interpretive design was the best choice of 

methodology in order to examine the teaching assignment process in schools (Merriam, 

2009).  Previous studies on teacher retention and attrition were mainly quantitative, 

yielding predictions about why teachers stay at or leave a school, yet these results are 

incomplete without teacher voices.  Narrative responses from teachers addressing why 

they have left schools could further inform educators working to correct teacher shortages 

and teacher attrition.  The picture of teacher retention and attrition and its contributing 

factors is unfinished without administrators and teachers’ personal stories.  In addition, 

interpretive design was necessary to more fully understand the teaching assignment 

process and its effects on teachers and administrators.  The process is more complex than 

a timeline and logistics; therefore, this qualitative study was needed to expand 

understanding of the intricacies and implications of the teaching assignment process. 

Initially, I considered investigating if and how teaching assignments affected 

student achievement, especially upon finding a large body of research on teacher 

tracking.  I recognized this topic, in addition to the process of teaching assignments and 

its connections to teacher retention and attrition, would make too unwieldy a study.  

Given my interest in psychological contract and power relations, I selected to study 

administrator and teacher perceptions of teaching assignment and its link to teacher 

retention and attrition.  Certainly, the effects of teaching assignment on student 

achievement are equally if not more important than connections to teacher retention and 
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attrition, but that topic will need to be set aside for a future study.      

Specific teaching assignments in American education, especially at the secondary 

level, contribute to teachers’ working conditions and job satisfaction, in turn affecting 

their desire to stay at or leave a school (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Ost 

& Schiman, 2015).  A qualitative study examining teaching assignment illuminated how 

and why administrators distribute teaching assignments, the power relations between 

teachers and administrators, and the resultant effects of the process and the power 

structure on teachers, enabling an improvement of the assignment distribution process to 

improve teacher retention rates.  I interviewed teachers and administrators about their 

experiences with the scheduling process, the factors they believed to influence that 

process, their thoughts about teaching assignment and its relationship to teacher retention, 

and their perceptions of power relations involved in the process. 

As an educator with experiences around the teaching assignment process, I 

developed assumptions about my findings as I conducted pilot interviews and began 

collecting data (Maxwell, 2013).  My assumptions going into this study were that the 

teaching assignment distribution process was (1) not done well, specifically for the 

benefit and through the eyes of teachers, and (2) malleable.  I further assumed that power 

relations between administrators and teachers might come into play throughout this 

process.  If the purpose of the process is to establish and perpetuate power relations that 

advantage administrators, the process may in fact be working exactly as it is supposed to.  

I believed that transparency, communication, and honoring the psychological contract 

would be important for teachers to feel respected throughout the process, but I believed 

my findings might demonstrate that these concepts are lacking in most if not all sites 
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involved in the study.  These propositions were based on my theories about and 

experiences with teaching assignments, but I continued to develop, explore, and test them 

as I collected and analyzed data (Maxwell, 2013).  In addition, I attempted to find other 

ways of making meaning from the data beyond these propositions and beyond answers to 

my research questions (Maxwell, 2013).   

Practical goals of this study included finding connections between the teaching 

assignment process and teacher satisfaction and retention, improving the process 

employed to distribute teaching assignments, and providing equity for teachers during the 

teaching assignment process.  Intellectual goals included understanding why and how 

administrators place teachers in specific assignments, how teachers feel about the 

process, and whether or not the process is influenced by power structures in schools.  My 

research questions for this study were:  

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 How do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment process affects 

teacher retention? 

 How do teachers and administrators experience power relations as an influence 

on the teaching assignment process? 

Statement of Potential Significance 

 This study filled a gap in the bodies of research on teacher attrition and retention, 

teaching assignment, and leadership.  The findings could inform site-based 
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administrators’ work in creating a master schedule and distributing teaching assignments.  

This study has the potential to influence district and school based policy on teaching 

assignments and to improve public school administrators’ leadership and practice.   

 Teaching assignment is a small, but important, component of working conditions: 

the courses and levels assigned greatly impact a teacher’s workload, which in turn 

impacts job satisfaction.  If principals want to retain effective, high quality teachers, they 

must consider the implications of certain assignments and employ conscious strategies 

and rationale for their choices, employing communication and transparency and honoring 

the psychological contracts they make with teachers.  The teaching assignment 

distribution process is often complex and confusing, a sort of puzzle for administrators to 

work at until everything falls into place; the intricacies of the master schedule process 

have been briefly explained in Appendix A because they have a strong influence on the 

teaching assignment process.  However, when administrators’ beliefs and teachers’ desire 

conflict, the process may become a contentious one.  While Kussin (2008) recommended 

against favoritism and believed in honesty throughout the process, he also suggested that 

information only be released to certain people at certain times.  He believed that three 

skills were necessary to be successful in creating a master schedule: conceptual, 

technical, and interpersonal skills.  He stated, “how effectively those connections [with 

superiors, colleagues, and subordinates] are made will affect the quality of the finished 

product” (p. 3).  It is this set of interpersonal skills and the intersection of teachers and 

administrators during the process that were revealed through this qualitative study and 

examined through the theoretical and conceptual frameworks.   

 The body of research demonstrated a lack of understanding as to how teaching 
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assignments are distributed at the secondary level.  The results of this study could 

influence school and district policies on this process.  If this complex process were more 

clearly understood, researchers would be able to make more concrete policy 

recommendations for school-based administrators on equitable distribution of teaching 

assignments that would keep high-quality teachers in schools where they are needed.  The 

gaps in the literature revealed that a study of the process of administrative distribution of 

teaching assignments including both administrative and teacher voices was needed to 

understand this process and its effects on teachers. 

 There is evidence to suggest that the teaching assignment process affects teacher 

career decisions and therefore teacher retention.  Understanding what administrators 

believe influences their decisions and what teachers perceive influences those decisions 

shed light on how the teaching assignment process works and how it might affect teacher 

career decisions.  Underlying conditions that affected these factors included 

psychological contract, trust, communication, and the overall power relations between 

teachers and administrators. 

Theoretical Foundation 

The theoretical framework for this study came from organizational theory’s 

metaphor of institution of domination and Bourdieu’s theories of capital and symbolic 

violence.  Critical theorists believed schools were a means of reproducing and 

maintaining the social and cultural capital of the upper classes.  The education system has 

often acted as an institution of domination, helping majority groups to achieve, while 

preventing minority groups from advancing in socioeconomic status despite the illusion 

that school is about upward mobility and equal access.  Bourdieu (1984) argued that the 



 

 11 

goal of schools was social and cultural reproduction of the dominant culture, reinforcing 

inequalities in the system through transmission of dominant culture while presupposing 

students’ possession of instruments of appropriation.  The system of schooling became a 

place for cultured, socially connected families to confirm their monopoly of instruments 

of cultural appropriation and of their culture.  Because this study included a focus on 

power relations between teachers and administrators, critical theory was an appropriate 

theoretical framework.  

This theoretical framework helped put the teaching assignment process into 

perspective.  Certain teachers in a school possess social capital that may influence 

administrators to provide them with their course preferences despite potential negative 

consequences for students: if the teaching assignment process results in teacher 

tracking—the way in which teachers are paired with student ability groups (Finley, 

1984)—this may disadvantage students with special needs and segregate minority and 

low-achieving students from their peers (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2005; Finley, 1984; 

Kalogrides et al., 2013).  Administrators may be subconsciously supporting the dominant 

culture through their distribution of teaching assignments by taking social capital into 

account.  In addition, Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition helped reveal whether or not 

teachers and administrators contribute to their own positioning in the power structure of 

schools.  Kalogrides et al. (2013) stated, “teachers in more powerful positions—that is, 

those with more experience or those who hold teacher-leader positions—may be better 

positioned to obtain their desired teaching assignments” (p. 106) and “relations within 

schools may work to the detriment of those with less experience and therefore less 

power” (p. 119).  Bourdieu’s theories provided a lens to examine these possibilities.  
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Principals and assistant principals have the power to set the course of organizational 

culture, in part through the distribution of teaching assignments, the rationales they use, 

and their transparency throughout the process.   

Power.  Power has been a focus of organizational theory researchers for many 

decades.  These researchers have proposed various definitions of power, types of power, 

and bases of power.  In addition, they have connected power to organizational decision 

making and organizational politics. 

French and Raven (1959/2011) defined power as potential influence.  Such 

influence could result from an intentional act by a social agent or the passive presence of 

that social agent.  They identified five bases of power: referent, expert, reward, coercive, 

and legitimate.  According to Mintzberg (1983/2011), bases of power included control of 

a resource, a technical skill, an essential and irreplaceable body of knowledge, formal 

power, and access to those in power.   He viewed organizational behavior as a power 

game built on influencers who attempted to use power to control decisions and actions.  

Pfeffer (1981/2011) connected power to decision making, arguing that power was context 

specific.  Organizational politics involved activities taken “to acquire, develop, and use 

power and other resources to obtain one’s preferred outcomes” (p. 280).  

In looking at power relations in schools, it was important to take these basic 

theories and definitions of power into account.  There were different sets of power 

relations in schools, including teacher power, administrator power, and external power 

from central office administrators as well as state and federal policies.  All of these 

factored into the administrative distribution of teaching assignments in some way. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Several concepts related to the teaching assignment process proved useful as 

lenses through which to frame this study.  Rousseau’s (1989) theories on psychological 

contract helped explicate teachers’ reactions to the teaching assignment process.  

Psychological contracts are “individual beliefs in a reciprocal obligation between the 

individual and the organization” (p. 121).  Trust is strongly linked to psychological 

contract; a breach of psychological contract is also a breach of trust that is difficult to 

repair.  Tschannen-Moran and Hoy’s (1998) study on trust demonstrated links to 

principal authenticity, positive climate, and school effectiveness.  Researchers have found 

communication and transparency to be related to positive school climate (Halawah, 

2005), decreased teacher burnout, increased job satisfaction (De Nobile & McCormick, 

2008; Rajesh & Suganthi, 2013), increased teacher trust in administration, and reduction 

of conflicts between teachers and administrators (Klein, 2012).  These concepts appeared 

as components in the administrative distribution of teaching assignments and teachers’ 

perceptions of the process.  These and other associated studies helped apply the 

conceptual framework of psychological contract, trust, communication, and transparency 

to the findings in order to organize and analyze them.  

Summary of the Methodology 

Qualitative research methods were the best choice for this study because I wanted 

to explore facets of the process of teaching assignment in high schools, including 

influential factors and perceived implications on teachers and administrators.  Rich data 

full of stories and emotions from teachers revealed what certain course assignments 

meant to them.  Teacher and administrator interviews were the primary source of data.  In 
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addition, I collected relevant documents.  Interpretive design was an appropriate choice 

of methodology to provide an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon and to illuminate 

the process of teacher scheduling changes and its meaning to the teachers affected by the 

process (Merriam, 2009).  I conducted the study in multiple districts and high schools so 

that I could interview teachers and administrators at several sites.  I used thematic 

analysis to analyze the data and CAQDAS to help manage that data. 

 I used semi-structured individual face-to-face and phone interviews with 

administrators and teachers.  These were important in establishing rapport with 

participants, especially because the topic might have been of a sensitive nature to the 

teachers.  The administrator interview protocol questions were grouped into categories: 

background information, to collect data about how the administrator has been involved in 

scheduling; teaching assignment process, which revealed how administrators carry out 

the scheduling process; personal experience, which garnered rich data on administrators’ 

experiences and beliefs about the implications of teacher assignments though personal 

stories; and ideal situation, which helped collect data on administrators’ feelings about 

the overall process, its possible connections to teacher retention, and the possibility that 

power relations affected the process. 

 The teacher interview protocol questions were grouped into the following 

categories: assignment process, communication, and school culture, to learn about the 

assignment process and culture of the school; personal experience, intended to yield rich 

data in the form of stories about their own experiences with scheduling; and ideal 

situation, intended to help me gather data about what teachers want from the process that 

they feel they are not receiving, or what they like about the scheduling process.  My 



 

 15 

questions invited storytelling and delved into professional relationships in an attempt to 

learn about the perceived implications of the scheduling process on teachers’ and 

administrators’ professional lives.  These protocols contributed to an understanding of the 

design and implementation of the process, factors that influenced it, perceived 

implications, connections to teacher retention and attrition, and the influence of power 

relations on the process. 

Limitations  

 The nature of the methodology made a smaller sample size an appropriate choice, 

but limited the generalizability of the study.  My role as a teacher within one district 

studied might have influenced the teachers and administrators’ interview responses.  

Teachers and administrators might not have been as honest or open with me as they 

might have been with each other or with colleagues from their own school building—or 

they might even have been more open with me because I was an outsider to their building 

but an insider to the district.  Administrators might have wanted to protect themselves by 

discussing strategies that were not actually used in an attempt to appear more objective 

about the teaching assignment distribution process.   

One potential validity threat to my research came from my own subjectivity.  As a 

teacher in one of the studied school districts, I had strong feelings about administrators’ 

roles in the process and their rationale for distributing assignments.  In the past, I 

believed that teachers who were team players generally received at least one highly 

undesirable course or level, were assigned an unmotivated or ineffective team teacher, or 

were placed on collaborative learning teams with difficult personalities.  Through 

conducting a literature review, I learned about the negative effects of teacher tracking and 
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sorting and have come to see my topic in a new light.  I feel that my research on this topic 

has shifted my understanding of the teaching assignment process to see how choices that 

benefit or please teachers can be harmful to students.  To ensure that my results will be 

objective and free from my personal biases, I used strategies to ensure validity and 

reliability including member checks, peer review, an audit log, and triangulation of data 

sources and collection methods, among other techniques. 

Delimitations 

This study focused on a specific number of high school administrators and 

teachers within several school district in the Northeast and Southern regions of the United 

States.  The study focused on high schools, as previous studies on teaching assignment 

did not address this area.  Due to the small sample size, results were not intended to be 

generalizable for teaching assignment processes in all high schools.  Administrators 

interviewed included assistant principals, principals, a director of guidance, and a director 

of humanities.  All took part in the process of teaching assignments distribution at their 

schools or did so in the past.  I interviewed two department chairs as well; in their 

schools, they had influence over the courses assigned to teachers.   

Key Terms 

 A number of key terms were used throughout this dissertation.  Here are 

definitions for each to maintain clarity. 

Administrator was defined for the purpose of this study as a person who had kind 

of decision-making power or authority over teaching assignments.  In some cases 

department chairs interviewed for this study acted as administrators despite not 

possessing a formal title, though they did not possess the same level of authority as 
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assistant principals, principals, or other formally titled administrators. 

Teaching assignment, sometimes conflated with staffing, was the matching of 

teachers to specific courses, grade levels, and ability levels within a school building.  

Some studies may use the term class or classroom assignment (Feng, 2010; Kalogrides et 

al., 2013) rather than teacher or teaching assignment. 

Teacher retention was generally not specifically defined in the literature but was 

taken to mean that a teacher stayed at the same school for the following school year 

(Loeb et al., 2012). 

Teacher attrition was defined as a teacher leaving a position in a school, either for 

a position in a different school or for a position outside of teaching (Kelly, 2004; 

Hancock & Scherff, 2010). 

Teacher turnover was defined by Ingersoll (2001) as “the departure of teachers 

from their teaching jobs” (p. 500).  Loeb et al. (2005) used this definition as well.  

Brummet and Gershenson (2012) employed this term to refer to teachers who switched 

within-school teaching assignment as well.  I have used the term teacher attrition rather 

than teacher turnover when speaking of teachers leaving their positions. 

Teacher mobility was used to indicate teacher movement, whether from one 

school to another or to a different profession entirely (Feng, 2010). 

Master schedule was defined as a complicated matrix consisting of all classes and 

all periods, along with what teachers are teaching them.  Such a schedule generally 

includes collaborative learning team meeting time marked on it.  Many high schools 

create this on a whiteboard in order to be able to manipulate magnets with names or 

courses or teachers, while some districts start with a computer-generated schedule and 
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then make individual changes by hand.  This was compared to a puzzle and referred to as 

an art (Kussin, 2008). 

Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

Many researchers have studied teacher turnover in an attempt to help schools 

retain quality teachers.  Various components of school working conditions may 

contribute to teacher career decisions; one of these is teaching assignment.  Limited 

research exists on the steps taken by administrators during this process, how teachers feel 

about this process, and how power relations might play a role.  The bulk of the literature 

on teacher retention and attrition is quantitative, leaving a gap for qualitative studies that 

provide a voice to teachers and administrators (Boyd et al., 2011; Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 

2011; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Johnson et al., 2012).  One qualitative study examined 

the leadership styles used by primary school principals in the process of teaching 

assignment distribution in New Zealand (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012), and one quantitative 

study on teacher sorting within schools examined some components of the assignment 

process across a large urban district (Kalogrides et al., 2013); however, none of the 

studies addressed the process employed by administrators in distributing teaching 

assignments at the secondary level.  One very recent study examined teachers’ 

perceptions of the teaching assignment process in relation to teacher agency, but 

neglected to include teacher voice (Bieler et al., 2017).  Although the literature on power 

and decision making connected to school leadership, none of the studies looked 

specifically at the influence of power relations on the teaching assignment process 

(Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009; Ryan 
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& Rottman, 2009).  Thus, there was a need for research on the process of teaching 

assignment distribution that included teacher and administrator voices and examined 

possible connections to retention and power relations.   

This literature review included sources from 2001 through 2017 with a few key 

conceptual and theoretical sources from the 1980s and 1990s.  I kept the search window 

post-No Child Left Behind to avoid out-of-field teaching as a factor in teacher attrition; 

NCLB attempted to solve the problem of out-of-field teaching with its highly qualified 

teacher requirement, so more recent studies generally did not include out-of-field 

teaching as a variable.  Key search terms included teacher assignment, teaching 

assignment, class assignment, classroom assignment, student assignment, teacher 

tracking, retention, attrition, student achievement, testing, staffing, scheduling, master 

schedule, planning, school administrators, influence, perception, efficacy, leadership, 

leadership theory, collective bargaining agreement, union, power, principal, authority, 

decision making, psychological contract, trust, communication, and transparency.  From 

January 2013 through April 2017, I used multiple databases to review the literature, 

including EBSCOhost, Education Source, Education Abstracts, Education Research 

Information Clearinghouse (ERIC), JSTOR, and Google Scholar.  Research was also 

found in books and in reference lists from journal articles.  

 In this literature review I will explain the theoretical framework related to 

Bourdieu’s concepts and the conceptual framework of psychological contract, trust, 

communication, and transparency.  I will then discuss the three major bodies of literature 

relevant to this study: teacher attrition and retention, teaching assignment, and leadership.  

Within teacher attrition and retention, I have broken the retention and attrition studies 
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into the following categories: teacher demographics; school and student characteristics; 

working conditions and salary; administrative support, effectiveness, and teacher 

perceptions; and teacher efficacy and affect.  The teaching assignment literature is 

organized into categories of attrition and retention, testing, and collective bargaining 

agreements and district policies.  The leadership literature is separated into uniqueness of 

high school leadership, and decision making and power.  I have also included a brief 

section on the most commonly used dataset.   

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework for this study comes from Bourdieu’s concepts of 

social capital and misrecognition and the organizational theory of institution of 

domination. Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital as  

the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 

durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 

and recognition—or in other words, to membership in a group–which provides each 

of its members with the backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a “credential” 

which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the word.  These relationships 

may exist only in the practical state, in material and/or symbolic exchanges which 

help to maintain them.  They may also be socially instituted and guaranteed by the 

application of a common name (the name of a family, a class, or a tribe or of a 

school, a party, etc.) and by a whole set of instituting acts designed simultaneously to 

form and inform those who undergo them; in this case, they are more or less really 

enacted and so maintained and reinforced, in exchanges. (p. 8)  

 

The size of the network of connections and the amount of capital held by the members to 

whom a person is connected thereby determine the amount of social capital a person 

possesses.  Kalogrides et al. (2013) outlined the manner in which teachers may use social 

capital:  

 Teaching experience and the competitive status of the colleges from which 

teachers graduated also are consistently associated with the types of students to 

which teachers are assigned.  These patterns could be the result of principals’ 

desires to reward teachers whom they wish to retain or to sanction teachers whom 

they wish to remove but lack the formal recourse to do so.  Alternatively, these 
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teachers could hold more power in the school for achieving their own desires for 

the student composition of their classrooms. (p. 119) 

 

In addition, researchers believed “relations within schools may work to the detriment of 

those with less experience and therefore less power.  In contexts where teachers have 

been working together longer and have formed stronger social ties, experienced teachers 

may be particularly adept at excluding their new colleagues from the most desirable 

courses” (p. 119).  

Pajak and Green (2010) described Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition, the 

process where power relations are perceived in a form that “renders them legitimate in 

the eyes of the beholder” (p. 394).  James (2015) clarified this definition:  

For Bourdieu, then, misrecognition refers to an everyday and dynamic social 

process where one thing (say, a situation, process, or action) is not recognised for 

what it is because it was not previously “cognized” within the range of 

dispositions and propensities of the habitus of the person(s) confronting it (see 

Bourdieu, 2000).  Instead the thing is attributed to another available realm of 

meaning, and, in the process, interests, inequities or other effects may be 

maintained whilst they remain concealed. (p. 100) 

 

This concept is similar to Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of symbolic violence, which 

implicates administrators and teachers in the perpetuation of the transmission of 

dominant culture to helpless students by making subjugated persons view their 

domination as natural.  James (2015) explained symbolic violence and its connection to 

misrecognition: “domination usually involves at least some sense of largely below-

conscious complicity on the part of those subjugated, and processes of misrecognition are 

what make this possible: ‘symbolic violence…only acts on social agents with their 

complicity’ (Poupeau, 2000, p. 71)” (p. 101).  Administrators may also exercise symbolic 

violence against teachers in schools.  Administrators and teachers may experience 

misrecognition: not seeing the power structure in schools because they have been led to 
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view it as natural.  School administrators have some agency to change organizational 

discourse and narrative to break down oppression by the dominant group; Anderson 

(1990) stated that administrators were “managers of organizational meaning, the 

custodians of organizational legitimacy, and the definers of organizational and social 

reality” (p. 43).  Teachers have little agency.  This set of power relations can be seen in 

the teacher-administrator relationship.  

This theoretical framework will help put the teaching assignment process into 

perspective.  Administrators may distribute teaching assignments to teachers in a way 

that disadvantages those without social capital.  Certain teachers in a school possess 

social capital that influences administrators to provide them with their course preferences 

despite potential negative consequences for students.  Administrators may be 

subconsciously supporting the dominant culture through their distribution of teaching 

assignments by taking social capital into account.  In addition, administrative methods of 

distributing teaching assignments may establish and perpetuate power relations between 

teachers and administrators.  A study by Finley (1984) examined social reproduction 

through teacher tracking, supporting this theoretical framework as another valid lens 

through which to view teaching assignments.  Principals and assistant principals have the 

power to set the course of organizational culture, in part through the distribution of 

teaching assignments, the rationales they use, and their communication and transparency 

throughout the process. 

Conceptual Framework 

  I used three concepts as lenses for this study.  Because I examined the 

intersection and power relations of teachers and administrators through the teaching 
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assignment process, psychological contract was the first lens.  Both teacher and 

administrator enter into individual psychological contracts in the teaching assignment 

process; the teacher provides preferences for the following year, and before leaving for 

the summer, the administrator tells the teacher what courses he or she will teach in the 

fall.  In both cases, the individuals expect obligations to be upheld by the other.  

Psychological contract links logically to the other two concepts of my framework: trust 

and communication.  Without trust, communication, and transparency, teachers often 

viewed their teaching assignment as a violation of a psychological contract. 

 Psychological contract.  Rousseau (1989) defined psychological contract as “an 

individual’s belief in reciprocal obligations…associated with characteristics of the 

individual’s position in the organization” (p. 135).  These contracts are likelier to emerge 

and increase with seniority or tenure.  “If an overt promise is made,…the more explicit 

and verifiable it is,…the stronger will be the belief in the existence of a contract” (p. 

124).  Only individuals can hold psychological contracts, though a manager in an 

organization could hold one as an employee could hold one; however, their individual 

expectations according to the contract might be different.  Psychological contracts have 

been tied to commitment to organizations, characterized by “acceptance of the 

organization’s values, willingness to exert effort on behalf of the organization, and desire 

to remain an employee (Mowday et al., 1982, pp. 26-28)” (p. 125); they have also been 

described as “a powerful determinant of behavior in organizations (Schein, 1980, p. 24)” 

(p. 126).   

 As such, violation of psychological contracts, or the failure of the organization to 

reciprocate in the ways in which the individual believed the organization was obligated to 
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do, can result in mistrust and a damaged relationship.   Rousseau (1989) stated that a 

violation of a psychological contract subjected employee and employer relationships to a 

type of trauma.  Relationships could only be restored through reestablishment of trust.  

Violation of psychological contract has been found to result in resentment, anger, even 

moral outrage and a feeling that an injustice has been committed—feelings that are more 

intense than those associated with simple inequity.  “Since a psychological contract is a 

perception of reciprocal obligations where the individuals perceive they have done their 

part, individuals whose psychological contract has been violated feel let down and 

betrayed” (p. 133).  Psychological contract is often unwritten; in some cases individuals 

feel entitled to what they believe was promised, resulting in feelings of betrayal when 

those expectations are unmet.   

 Psychological contracts are related to employee commitment, well being, and 

motivation.  Rousseau (1989) recommended that employers communicate their values as 

far as sustaining relationships with employees, assess employee perception of reciprocal 

obligations or promises, and apply principles of good faith and fairness including 

communication of bad news because “withholding negative information can damage the 

future relationship” between employees and employer (p. 138).  

 According to Brown and Roloff (2011), relationships have been found between 

psychological contract and “employees’ job satisfaction (Johnson & O’Leary-Kelly, 

2003), organizational commitment (Coyle-Shapiro & Kessler, 2000), trust in the 

organization, turnover intentions, actual turnover (Robinson, 1996; Robinson & 

Rousseau, 1994); job performance, organizational citizenship behavior (Turnley & 

Feldman, 2000), and emotional exhaustion (Gakovic & Tetrick, 2003)” (p. 457).  The 
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literature on psychological contract points to the negative effects of its violation (Bal, De 

Lange, Jansen, & Van Der Velde, 2008; Conway, Guest, & Trenberth, 2011; Hess & 

Jepsen, 2009; Robinson & Rousseau, 1994) and the potentially positive effects of its 

fulfillment (Brown & Roloff, 2011), especially in regards to teachers.  This concept 

comes into play in all organizations and seemed especially appropriate as a lens for my 

study because administrator attention to psychological contract might help prevent 

teacher burnout.  Psychological contracts might be partly founded on teachers’ and 

administrators’ beliefs in teachers’ possession of social capital.  Psychological contracts 

might also contribute to misrecognition and the perpetuation of a certain power structure 

within schools. 

 Trust.  Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998) examined diverse definitions of trust, 

concluding that the common thread was vulnerability, “believing in others in the absence 

of compelling reasons to disbelieve” (p. 342).  Trust violations could result in feelings of 

betrayal or attempts at revenge.  They viewed trust repair as a two-way process that had 

to begin with the violator acknowledging the violation and accepting responsibility for it.  

The violated had a choice of four courses of action, which would determine whether or 

not trust could be repaired. Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999) identified five faces of 

trust: benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness.  When all facets were 

present in an organization, trust was strengthened.   

 Tschannen-Moran & Hoy (1998) claimed, “the trust between two individuals is 

significantly influenced by the social context in which it is embedded” (p. 339).  This 

points to the importance of social context in trust relationships.  The researchers also 

found organizations adopt policies “to act as substitutes for interpersonal trust and to 
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restore damaged trust within the organization” (p. 340).  The organizational context 

therefore influences trust relationships between individuals, and organizations may utilize 

policies to repair damaged trust relationships.  In schools, faculty trust has been linked to 

principal authenticity, positive climate, and school effectiveness; supportive principal 

leadership affected the degree of trust teachers felt toward the principal.  Trust in 

organizations was defined as “a work group’s generalized expectancy that the words, 

actions, and promises of another individual, group, or organization can be relied on” (p. 

342).  Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998) found that trust in the principal was determined 

by the principal’s behavior: “the principal controls his or her own destiny by acting in 

ways that engender trust or distrust” (p. 348).  They also found that a climate of teacher 

professionalism supported trust in the principal.  They believed that when trust was 

broken between a teacher and a principal, consequences could include “hypervigilance, 

punishment, and getting even, typically destructive forces that undermine the 

effectiveness of the school” (p. 349).  Trust is necessary in organizations to prevent 

abuses of power.  Trust was an appropriate component for the conceptual framework of 

my study; administrators’ behavior through the teaching assignment process influenced 

teachers’ trust in school leadership.   

 Handford and Leithwood (2013) interviewed 24 randomly selected teachers from 

high-trust and low-trust schools in order to identify leadership practices “which teachers 

interpret as signs of trustworthiness on the part of their principals” (p. 194).  They 

mentioned literature proving that trust in leaders is significantly related to “student 

achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), healthy work environments (Hoy et al., 1992), 

teacher morale (Black, 2001), effective leader-follower relationships (Podsakoff et al., 
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1990), and organizational citizenship behaviors (Konovsky & Pugh, 1994; McAllister, 

1995; Robinson, 1996)” (p. 194).  While this study had several limitations including 

small sample size, outlier school trust environments, and interview methods which 

“precluded probes to deepen…understanding of trust-building characteristics and 

practices further” (p. 208), researchers found that teacher trust in principals was most 

influenced by “indicators of competence, consistency and reliability, openness, respect 

and integrity” (p. 194).  This study supported the conceptual framework and work by 

Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998) and proved useful for creating etic codes during data 

analysis.   

 Hoy, Hoy, and Kurz (2007) expanded studies on trust by investigating academic 

optimism, “a teacher’s positive belief that he or she can make a difference in the 

academic performance of students by emphasizing academics and learning, by trusting 

parents and students to cooperate in the process, and by believing in his or her own 

capacity to overcome difficulties and react to failure with resilience and perseverance” (p. 

822).  In a previous study, they demonstrated that academic optimism of schools was 

directly related to student achievement.  For this study, researchers created a 

questionnaire using existing items to determine whether academic optimism could be 

defined and measured as a characteristic of individual teachers.  A total of 351 teachers 

from a randomly selected sample were sent questionnaires; 205 responded.  Various 

previously used scales were employed to assess teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs, trust in 

students and parents, academic emphasis, beliefs about management, instructional beliefs 

and practices, citizenship behavior, and dispositional optimism.  All instruments were 

well explained and selected from prior research.  The researchers included these 
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instruments in the appendix.   

 Using teachers’ mean scores for trust, academic emphasis, and teacher efficacy, 

Hoy, Hoy, & Kurz (2007) performed a second-order principal components analysis, 

finding one strong factor accounted for 67% of the variance.  They called this factor 

academic optimism.  They then conducted zero-order correlations and multiple regression 

analyses to find predictors of academic optimism.  Results demonstrated that the higher 

the SES of students, the higher the teachers’ academic optimism, and the more urban the 

school, the lower the teachers’ academic optimism.  In addition, “dispositional optimism, 

humanistic classroom management beliefs, student-centred teaching beliefs and practices, 

and teacher citizenship behaviours support academic optimism” (p. 831).  They posited, 

“principals who develop structures and procedures to enable the teachers to do their jobs 

influence the collective academic optimism of the school” (p. 832), thereby potentially 

improving student achievement.  This study demonstrated another interesting connection 

between trust, teachers, and student achievement via academic optimism.  

 Teachers and administrators who trust each other may believe strongly in their 

psychological contracts around teaching assignment.  A breach of trust may equate to a 

violation of psychological contract and vice versa.  Teachers with more social capital 

may trust their administrators, yet this may be merely a reflection of the effects of their 

social capital on the teaching assignment process.  In addition, teachers who trust their 

administrators may simply be experiencing misrecognition; trust between teachers and 

administrators may also contribute to the power structure in their school.   

 Communication and transparency.  Various studies have been conducted 

examining the effects of communication between principals and teachers on school 
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climate, (Halawah, 2005), burnout (Rajesh & Suganthi, 2013), job satisfaction (De 

Nobile & McCormick, 2008), and conflict (Klein, 2012).  Transparency is another 

method administrators can use to reduce conflict and improve communication with 

teachers (Klein, 2012). 

 Teachers believed that a lack of transparency contributed to conflicts between 

teachers and administrators; Klein (2012) found that “the very act of keeping them [staff] 

apprised of work-related information elicits multidimensional appreciation even if the 

administration takes no other steps to improve ties with the employees” (p. 557).  

Teachers felt that transparency made them more equal to administrators, finding it to be 

“evidence of administrative integrity” (Klein, 2012, p. 557).  This researcher also found 

that transparency was an incentive in increasing teachers’ commitment to teaching; in 

addition, administrators often neglect to explain their decision making process to teachers 

for various reasons, which may decrease teacher trust in the administration.  Klein (2012) 

warned, “revelation of a detailed list of the considerations guiding the administration 

may…lead to claims of a lack of egalitarianism in the teacher assignment process” (pp. 

558-559).  He recommended “enhanced administrative transparency” which “contributes 

to improved reciprocal relations and to a reduction in conflicts between the 

administration and teachers” and “increases teacher commitment to the profession” (p. 

560). 

 Several international studies connected communication to job satisfaction and 

school climate.  De Nobile and McCormick’s (2008) study offered support for their 

hypotheses that supportive, democratic, cultural, and open communication were all 

related to job satisfaction in Australian primary Catholic school teachers.  In addition, 
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access to communication channels, adequacy of information, and upward supportive 

communication were related to job satisfaction.  Similarly, Rajesh and Suganthi (2013) 

found southern Indian “teachers’ satisfaction with supervisors’ interpersonal 

communication skills is positively related to their growth satisfaction in the job and 

negatively related to burnout” (p. 128).  Halawah (2005) studied teachers in the United 

Arab Emirates and learned that “school climate is positively associated with principal’s 

communication effectiveness” (p. 334).  A study conducted in the United States 

employing these concepts as a framework would add to the body of literature.   

 Communication and transparency are important concepts for school leaders to 

employ if they wish to foster a positive school climate (Halawah, 2005), prevent teacher 

burnout, and increase job satisfaction (De Nobile & McCormick, 2008; Rajesh & 

Suganthi, 2013).  Transparency could increase teachers’ trust in administration and 

reduce conflicts between teachers and administrators (Klein, 2012).  

 Summary.  The teaching assignment process seems fraught with mystery and 

lack of communication and transparency, causing conflict, job dissatisfaction, and 

potentially teacher attrition.   Openness, transparency, and communication were therefore 

useful as part of the conceptual framework for my study.  Like trust and psychological 

contract, these concepts improved the process of teaching assignment distribution in 

schools, or further contributed to misrecognition, maintaining the power structure and 

causing all involved to believe such structure is legitimate.  Teachers with more social 

capital felt they were treated more respectfully by administrators with more transparency 

and clearer channels of communication, yet this might have been due to the social capital 

and power structures in the school rather than trust or personal relationships between 
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teachers and administrators.  See Figure 1 for a concept map demonstrating connections 

between the theoretical and conceptual frameworks and their relationship to teachers and 

administrators and the bodies of literature in this literature review. 

 
 

Figure 1.  Conceptual and theoretical frameworks.  This figure illustrates how conceptual 

and theoretical frameworks are connected to each other, to teachers and administrators, 

and to the bodies of literature.  Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition surrounds the 

teaching assignment process, causing teachers and administrators to believe the power 

structure is legitimate.  It encircles all of their interactions.  External power in the form of 

the master schedule, central office, unions, and educational policies press down on 

administrators.  Administrators possess power and use decision making when interacting 

with teachers in the teaching assignment distribution process.  Teachers may possess 
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social capital as well as power in the process.  Teachers and administrators interact in the 

teaching assignment process, creating or experiencing various degrees of trust, 

communication, transparency, and psychological contract.  The teaching assignment 

process has an effect on teachers’ working conditions and job satisfaction, which in turn 

may result in teacher attrition or retention. 

Background of Tracking and School Course Offerings 

At the secondary level, public schools provide various courses for students 

including honors, Advanced Placement (AP), and International Baccalaureate (IB), as 

well as general and special education courses.  These courses came about as a result of 

tracking practices in the comprehensive high school typical in the United States.  Various 

political organizations criticized tracking in the 1990’s, resulting in many schools 

adopting a detracking policy.  As the controversy died down, some schools have returned 

to tracking, especially in mathematics courses (Loveless, 2013).  Despite the decrease in 

formal tracking across all subjects, according to Bernhardt (2014), “today, this practice 

[tracking] continues in nearly all middle and high schools (Hallinan & Kubitschek, 1999; 

Lucas, 1999; Oakes, Gamoran, & Paige, 1992)” (p. 3).  These schools provide a wide 

array of courses for their students who may select into various levels of a single course 

based on a number of criteria including teacher recommendations.  Bernhardt (2014) 

added, “many middle and high schools have begun to implement open course enrollment 

policies to increase opportunities for students to experience International Baccalaureate 

(IB) and Advanced Placement (AP) classes” (p. 2).  Tracking has been studied to 

examine its impact on students in the areas of “student achievement, socioeconomic and 

racial segregation, differences in classroom practices, and affective outcomes” 
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(Bernhardt, 2014, p. 1).   

What this comprehensive high school means for a teacher is illustrated by 

Mickelson and Everett (2008).  They asserted, 

middle school placements launch students onto academic trajectories that most of 

them follow throughout high school (Kornhaber, 1997; Oakes, 2005).  At the high 

school level, mathematics, social studies, English, foreign languages, and science 

courses are offered at the Regular, Advanced, Honors (in some schools courses at 

this level are called Academically Gifted), Advanced Placement levels, and select 

high schools offer International Baccalaureate courses, too.  Within subject-area 

tracking of academic courses in math, science, social studies, foreign language, 

and English results in courses that vary widely in the rigor of the instruction, the 

depth and breadth of the curricular coverage, and by the social relations of the 

classrooms (for example, discussions, group projects, and individual seatwork). 

(p. 544)  

 

Schools’ selection processes for advanced academic courses vary; some require teacher 

recommendations while others consider those classes open enrollment in an attempt to 

close the achievement gap (Bernhardt, 2014).  Mickelson and Everett (2008) explained 

that while there may be no specific requirements to enroll in honors, AP, or IB courses, 

“enrolling in an academic course at one level frequently leads to enrollments in the other 

courses at similar levels” (p. 544).  The result of this structure is that teachers could be 

teaching at one or more of these levels within their content area. These assignments often 

determine a teachers’ workload and may contribute to teachers’ working conditions and 

job satisfaction, in turn affecting their desire to stay at or leave a school.  The connections 

between teaching assignments and teacher retention and attrition in the literature 

demonstrated a need for a qualitative study examining the process of the distribution of 

teaching assignments from the perspective of both teachers and administrators. 

As a result of the structure of the typical high school, most high school teachers 

have two or more different courses to teach which may differ in content or in level of 
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student ability, motivation, or behavior. High school teachers generally could be assigned 

both honors and non-honors students, teamed classes and regular classes, or even 

different grade levels or courses.  Researchers who studied 912 public secondary schools 

in 1993 found that 86% of public secondary schools offered courses that were 

differentiated by content, quantity, or intensity of work, although only 15% of these 

schools considered themselves as having tracking policies (Carey & Farris, 1994).  The 

uniqueness of high school courses and their diverse nature would lend layers and depth to 

a study on the process of distributing teaching assignments. 

 Social capital may be seen in teachers’ course preferences.  Grossman and 

Stodolsky (1994) believed that school subjects and the status of teachers reflect the nature 

of the students in those courses: “for example, teachers who teach advanced courses 

required for college or advanced placement may achieve high status and satisfaction, 

[while]…those who teach lower tracks may somehow be seen as less able or as having 

lower status than those who teach higher tracks” (p. 193).  This may help explain why 

certain teachers want to teach specific courses over others, or why certain teachers 

receive the teaching assignment they prefer.  Finley (1984) agreed:  

 Teachers’ shared preferences due to common orientations toward a diverse 

student population, combined with the individualistic context in which teachers 

must develop strategies and find rewards, result in competition among them for 

high-status students.  This competition shapes the tracking system and the 

school’s resulting status hierarchy, which is experienced by students and teachers 

alike.  (p. 233) 

 

Kalogrides et al. (2013) concurred, stating, “teachers in more powerful positions—that is, 

those with more experience or those who hold teacher-leader positions—may be better 

positioned to obtain their desired teaching assignments” (p. 106).  Tracking and course 

offerings appear to go hand-in-hand and affect the teaching assignment process through 
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social capital and misrecognition. 

Teacher Attrition and Retention  

 Many researchers have examined factors related to teacher attrition and retention 

in order to find out what factors contributed to teachers leaving schools for other schools 

or leaving the profession entirely and to make policy recommendations to improve 

teacher retention rates.  Studies on teacher attrition and retention have been broken down 

into subsections focused on teacher demographics (Grissom & Keiser, 2011; Grissom & 

Reininger, 2012; Hancock & Scherff, 2010), school and student characteristics (Feng, 

2009; Hanushek et al., 2004; Scafidi et al., 2007); working conditions and salary (Cha & 

Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter et al., 2008; Horng, 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; Loeb et 

al., 2005); administrative support, effectiveness, and teacher perception of administration 

(Boyd et al., 2011; Brown & Wynn, 2007; Brown & Wynn, 2009; Donaldson, 2013; 

Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Pashiardis, Costa, Mendes, & Ventura, 2005; Tickle et 

al., 2011; Ware & Kitsantas, 2007); and teacher efficacy and affect (Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Jones & Youngs, 2012; Pas, Bradshaw, & Hershfeldt, 2012; Ware & 

Kitsantas, 2007).  Several researchers explicitly linked teacher attrition with teaching 

assignments (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; 

Gardner, 2010).  More studies with implications for policymakers and school districts on 

how to improve teacher retention rates are needed; these could help schools retain 

effective teachers.  Teaching assignment is a key component in teachers’ perception of 

their working conditions and job satisfaction and is worthy of more research. 

The most commonly used datasets in the teacher attrition, retention, and mobility 

literature were the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and the Teacher Follow-up 
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Survey (TFS) (Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Grissom & Keiser, 2011; 

Hancock & Scherff, 2010; Jackson, 2012; Kelly, 2004; Ost & Schiman, 2015; Tickle et 

al., 2011; Ware & Kitsantas, 2007).  A number of factors limited the usefulness of the 

SASS in these studies, including some researchers’ inclination to use number of degrees 

and undergraduate institution with the corresponding “quality” based on rankings of 

prestige to assign a score of teacher quality without considering teacher evaluations or 

other potential indicators of teacher quality.  As a result, these studies on teacher attrition 

demonstrated the need for qualitative studies that capture the voices of teachers and 

administrators in order to truly get to the heart of why teachers stay or leave a given 

school or district and how teaching assignment may contribute to these decisions. 

Teacher demographics.  Some of the studies focused on attrition were 

quantitative and attempted to find predictors of teacher attrition (Hancock & Scherff, 

2010) or relate demographics or school characteristics to teacher attrition (Grissom & 

Keiser, 2011; Grissom & Reininger, 2012).  One study specifically examined re-entry to 

the profession, linking to teacher demographics, in an attempt to point out limitations of 

attrition studies that did not take into account former teachers who returned to the 

classroom (Grissom & Reininger, 2012).  Overlooking such situations may have led to 

invalid findings in other attrition studies. 

Hancock and Scherff (2010) studied 4,520 secondary English teachers through 

responses to the 2003-2004 SASS and logistic regression analysis to find the most 

significant predictors of attrition based on teacher responses to the survey questions.  

They weighted responses to account for the complex sample design of the SASS.  

Researchers selected 32 independent variables associated with predicting teacher attrition 
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based on “accepted conceptual models for teacher retention,” “studies derived from the 

application of social learning theory to teacher attrition,” “the conception of teachers as 

economically rational decision makers,” and “variables identified in published literature 

reviews…or through meta-analysis of teacher attrition research” (p. 331).  They used a 

liberal alpha value of .15 “to decrease the possibility of Type II error…and mitigate 

possible exclusion of consequential variables at this early stage of the model-building 

process as recommended by Hosmer and Lemeshow (2000)” (p. 331).  Results indicated 

that 15 predictors were statistically significant.  Researchers combined those variables 

into one logistic regression model to control for variance from the other variables, which 

were not statistically significant.   

The three predictors of attrition Hancock and Scherff (2010) found to be most 

statistically significant for secondary English teachers were being a minority teacher 

(adjusted Wald F(1, 88) = 10.78, p < .001), low number of years of teaching experience 

(adjusted Wald F(1, 88) = 20.10, p < .001), and teacher apathy (adjusted Wald F(1, 88) = 

98.75, p < .001).  Minority teachers were less likely to be at risk for attrition.  “An 

English teacher with 5 more years of teaching experience was less likely to be classified 

as a high attrition risk than an English teacher with 5 fewer years of experience” (p. 334), 

while teachers experiencing apathy were more likely to be at risk for attrition.  Most 

respondents worked in rural or suburban schools, so results could be different for urban 

teachers and therefore were not generalizable to urban schools.  Despite the large sample 

size, this study only examined secondary English teachers.  A study of other content area 

teachers or of secondary teachers across content areas would make a solid complement to 

this study.   
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In contrast to the narrow focus used by Hancock and Scherff (2010) on a specific 

content area of teachers, Grissom and Reininger (2012) used survival analysis of time to 

re-entry for 268 teachers who left teaching.  Researchers wanted to examine which 

teachers returned to the profession after leaving the classroom.  Using the 1979 National 

Longitudinal Surveys of Youth, they applied the Cox proportional hazard model, Cox 

regression, and t-tests to find that younger, better paid, and more experienced teachers 

were likelier to reenter the teaching profession.  Women with small children were less 

likely to reenter the field.  Interestingly, researchers also discovered that marriage was 

positively associated with reentry for women but negatively associated with reentry for 

men.  A qualitative study focused on the process of teaching assignment distribution and 

teacher and administrator perceptions would shed more light on these findings; even a 

sample of convenience might include a number of teachers who had left and reentered the 

profession. 

Grissom and Reininger’s (2012) consideration of many variables including 

gender, marriage, fertility, and having children strengthened the study and pointed to 

some obvious (and previously ignored or overlooked) reasons that women in particular 

left the teaching field only to re-enter once their children reached school age (Grissom & 

Reininger, 2012).  Various potentially confounding variables were not examined due to 

researchers’ inability to take school characteristics into account and their lack of 

measures of teacher quality—all limitations of the dataset that was used.  Their use of the 

Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) scores to measure teachers’ 

intellectual ability and the relatively small sample size further limited the study, though 

their inclusion of various types of teachers differed from Hancock and Scherff’s (2010) 
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focus on secondary English teachers.  These researchers further raised the critical point 

that teachers entering the profession have not always been first year teachers, indicating 

the need to take re-entry into account as well as the reasons for teacher attrition that could 

have do with family and not simply with job satisfaction or working conditions.   

In a much larger study, Grissom and Keiser (2011) used the 2003-2004 SASS and 

2004-2005 TFS to study 37,000 teachers in 7,200 non-charter public schools to find 

connections between teacher and principal race congruency and retention.  They analyzed 

these data using ordinary least squares regression, a propensity score-based nearest-

neighbor matching estimator, and OLS with school-level fixed effect controls for 

unobserved principal characteristics.  The two dependent variables were teacher 

satisfaction and teacher turnover, measured through survey response and the TFS.  

Teachers were coded as racially congruent with their principals or not racially congruent 

for the independent variable.  Researchers utilized school characteristics (percentage of 

free and reduced lunch price students, percentages of minority students) and teacher 

characteristics (gender, years of teaching experience, education and certification, teacher 

race) as control variables.  They included race as a control variable to ensure that the 

coefficients they “identif[ied] for race congruence measure[d] the effect of matching 

between principals and teachers on this dimension over and above the effect of race on its 

own” (p. 563). 

Teachers in Grissom and Keiser’s (2011) study conveyed more job satisfaction 

and turned over less when supervised by a principal of the same race.  “Teachers in 

schools with principals of the same race [we]re significantly more satisfied than 

observationally similar teachers in the same district who d[id] not match race 
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characteristics with their supervisors”: the coefficient was “significant at the 0.01 level” 

(p. 567).  The satisfaction level of an employee who was race-congruent with his or her 

principal would be “approximately 0.07 points higher on a 4-point scale than a similar 

worker in the same school who is not of the same race as the supervisor” (p. 569).  The 

negative coefficient (β = –0.020) suggested “supervisor race congruence is associated 

with a turnover rate that is 2 percentage points lower than for race incongruence” (p. 

569).  Researchers found teachers who shared race with their principals received $400-

$500 more in supplemental pay per year than non race-congruent teachers.  Although 

these researchers did not examine trust as a component in this study, there is a possibility 

that the lower turnover rate associated with teacher-administrator race congruence may 

be related to trust arising from that race congruence.  

Grissom and Keiser (2011) disaggregated their results by race, finding that race 

congruence impacted White and African-American employees differently: African-

American teachers earned less in supplemental pay when they worked for a principal who 

was White, even when they were compared to White teachers in the same school. 

Researchers also found that race congruence impacted organizational benefits.  There was 

a possible omitted variable bias for OLS, though researchers used two more methods of 

analysis to compensate for this.  The sample size was reduced by the second method so 

the sample was not representative of all teachers, and many of the survey answers were 

based on perception, limiting the generalizability of this study.  An interview-based 

qualitative study would elaborate on teachers’ experiences and perceptions. 

Studies on teacher demographics revealed that various characteristics of teachers 

affected the likelihood that teachers would leave the profession or their schools.  Hancock 



 

 41 

and Scherff (2010) found that teacher apathy, which could be a result of working 

conditions or could be considered negative job satisfaction, was a contributor to teacher 

attrition.  They also found the number of years of teaching experience and minority race 

to be important predictors of attrition.  Grissom and Keiser (2011) found principal-

teacher race congruency resulted in a higher rate of retention.  Grissom and Reininger 

(2012) went a step beyond attrition to examine re-entry, which was affected by 

demographics and living situations including gender, marriage, and small children in the 

family.  Like the findings of Hancock and Scherff (2010), they found teachers who were 

younger, better paid, and more experienced were more likely to re-enter teaching; 

however, none of these studies examined teaching assignments specifically as a reason 

for leaving or re-entering the profession. 

School and student characteristics.  Many of the studies on attrition and 

retention examined school or student characteristics in relation to teacher attrition (Feng, 

2009; Hanushek et al., 2004; Kelly, 2004; Scafidi et al., 2007).  Researchers studied 

various characteristics of students and schools, including behavioral climate, student 

achievement level, student race, and student socioeconomic status to determine if any of 

these characteristics of schools, classrooms, or students were predictors of teacher 

attrition.    

In a study with a number of limitations, Kelly (2004) examined 7,200 public 

school teachers who left jobs from the 1990-1991 SASS and 1992 TFS using the 

Stratified Cox Proportional Hazard models, finding that poor behavioral climates led to 

greater teacher attrition while higher salaries only marginally reduced teacher attrition.  

The researcher found no evidence of higher attrition rates for teachers of low-track 
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students.  There were numerous limitations in this study: the researcher had to compare 

teachers within the same risk set; the researcher studied total attrition, but it would have 

been more informative to separate out various factors contributing to attrition and study 

each separately; and the information on teacher salaries being linked to student 

achievement may have been out of date.  It was unclear whether the finding that more 

coursework in teaching methods, being state certified, and holding membership in 

professional organizations reduced the likelihood of attrition was causal.  A qualitative 

study on teaching assignments would examine teacher attrition and retention from 

another angle by providing teacher and administrator voices.  Interviews with teachers 

and administrators will alleviate some of the limitations found in this study and 

illuminate teachers’ preferences and experiences with variously tracked students.   

In contrast with Kelly’s (2004) findings, Hanushek et al. (2004) found that teacher 

mobility was more strongly related to student characteristics than to salary; however, 

salary still had an effect, especially in teacher retention in disadvantaged schools.  These 

researchers examined salary, working conditions, and alternative opportunities outside 

the school.  They utilized data from 1993-1996 from a database developed under the 

UTD Texas Schools Project which created matched sets of students and teachers that 

included all Texas public school teachers and students as well as the Public Education 

Information Management System which reported demographic data for students and 

teachers including race, ethnicity, and gender, student free and reduced lunch eligibility, 

teacher experience, salary, education, class size, grade, population served, and subject.  

They applied linear probability models and multinomial logit estimates to reach the 

conclusion that schools serving academically disadvantaged students have had difficulty 
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retaining teachers.   

Texas public school teachers often left when teaching low-achieving students 

(Hanushek et al., 2004); however, many potential confounding variables could have 

influenced or contributed to these results, including availability and allocation of 

resources, administrative support, and physical working environment.  A high rate of 

minority enrollment pointed to the increased probability that White teachers would leave 

a school.  One table suggested that “a school with 10 percent more Black students would 

require about 10 percent higher salaries in order to neutralize the increased probability of 

leaving” (p. 350), though women were less responsive to salary differences than men in 

mobility decisions.  Nearly 20% of teachers in the lowest achieving schools left each 

year.  This research helped flesh out how salary and student demographics affected 

teacher retention and attrition in Texas.  The large sample and thorough data analysis 

made this study generalizable and revealed a need for further research on non-pecuniary 

characteristics of schools.  A qualitative study on the teaching assignment process could 

reveal further explanations for teacher attrition and clarify why teachers were more likely 

to leave when teaching low-achieving or minority students, leading to better 

recommendations for school administrators on teacher retention. 

Feng’s (2009) findings were consistent with those of Hanushek et al. (2004).  He 

analyzed the impact of opportunity wages and classroom characteristics on teacher 

mobility decisions in Florida through a discrete-time multinomial-logit hazard model 

with time-variant and time-invariant coefficients due to the discreteness of the data, 

determining that classroom characteristics played a more significant role than student 

characteristics in teacher mobility decisions.  Although higher salaries reduced attrition 
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out of the profession, they had little impact on mobility decisions within teaching. 

Opportunity wages pulled teachers away from their first teaching positions.  Data were 

taken from the Florida Education Data Warehouse (FL-EDW), “an integrated 

longitudinal database” covering 1997-2004 with information on teachers and students 

that allowed teachers to be linked to classrooms, resulting in a database that was useful 

for analyzing mobility decisions (p. 1169).  He employed the math score from the Florida 

Comprehensive Assessment Test Sunshine State Standards (FCAT-SSS), a criterion-

referenced test, to measure student ability.  He took into consideration teacher salaries, 

classroom characteristics, school characteristics, district/county characteristics, relative 

salaries and working conditions, wages in non-teaching occupations, inter-district relative 

wages, inter-district relative working conditions, and within-district relative working 

conditions.  Teachers with the best draw (highest-performing students) stayed longer in 

high-performing schools than in low-performing ones.  Feng (2009) specifically included 

a table to enable better comparison with studies by Hanushek et al. (2004) and Scafidi et 

al. (2007) showing the impact of several factors on teacher decisions.  Consistent with 

their findings and those of Boyd et al. (2011), a higher percentage of Black students 

increased all risks of leaving a school.  Feng (2009) did not explore the relationship 

between teacher quality and job choice, but unlike other studies, he used a unique 

methodology to infer teacher salaries in competing districts and other professions.  A 

qualitative study on teaching assignments that included teacher and administrator voices 

would complement Feng’s (2009) findings. 

In a study with a similar purpose to that by Hancock and Scherff (2010), Scafidi 

et al. (2007) utilized descriptive statistics in their study on non-pecuniary school 
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characteristics’ influence on teacher turnover in Georgia.  They found new teachers were 

more likely to leave schools with higher proportions of minority students, lower income, 

or lower test scores.  The researchers examined individual schools because 63% of all 

teaching changes took place within district.  Researchers used a linear probability model, 

, and a competing risks model, , to prove that “a 

one standard deviation increase in the proportion of Black students in a school increases 

the probability that a ‘median type’ teacher will exit a particular school in a particular 

year by more than 20%, whereas one standard deviation changes in student test scores, 

poverty, or teacher pay lead to only small changes in the overall exit probability” (p. 

147).  Demographic data on teachers from 1991-2001 were obtained from the Georgia 

Professional Standards Commission, and similar data on students from 1994-2001 were 

obtained from the Georgia Department of Education.  The Georgia Department of Labor 

provided payroll records.  The sample consisted of 1,070 Georgia elementary school 

teachers who started teaching between 1994 and 1999 and were less than 27 years old 

when they started teaching.  Researchers acknowledged that estimating the causal impact 

of school characteristics was difficult due to unobserved school and teacher 

characteristics.  Their results demonstrated that while teachers were more likely to leave 

high poverty schools, this was because these schools had high percentages of minority 

students.  Unlike Hancock and Scherff (2010), these researchers did analyze school 

characteristics, but not teachers’ stated or perceived reasons for leaving teaching due to 

their use of different datasets.  This demonstrates a need for a qualitative study on 

teaching assignments, which could provide information on why teachers leave or stay in a 

particular school or leave teaching entirely. 
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Many researchers who analyzed teacher attrition conducted quantitative studies 

and focused on the effect of school and student characteristics on teacher attrition.  Kelly 

(2004) found that poor behavioral environment influenced attrition and that teachers of 

low-track students did not have a higher rate of attrition than teachers of high-track 

students.  In contrast, multiple researchers found that teachers of low-achieving students 

were likelier to leave the profession or their building (Feng, 2009; Hanushek et al., 2004; 

Scafidi et al., 2007). Another common finding was that a high number of minority 

students in a school increased the likelihood of teacher attrition (Feng, 2009; Hanushek et 

al., 2004; Scafidi et al., 2007).  

Working conditions and salary.  Many researchers examined working 

conditions and salaries’ effects on job satisfaction, teacher retention, and attrition.  They 

studied many similar facets of the work environment, but each had a slightly different 

focus.  Horng (2009) included school facilities, administrative support, and class sizes in 

her examination of working conditions as well as salaries.  Clotfelter et al. (2008) looked 

at teacher salary while Cha and Cohen-Vogel (2011) examined working conditions (non-

pecuniary factors describing workplace and teachers’ job responsibilities, including 

administrative support, teacher influence over school policies, student conduct, and 

parental support) and salary.  Loeb et al. (2005) analyzed salaries, student characteristics, 

and working conditions, including facilities, availability of instructional materials, class 

size and schedule, professional development opportunities, and teacher turnover and 

hiring.  Johnson et al. (2012) found that social conditions were the most predictive 

working conditions of teacher job satisfaction and career decisions.  In sum, positive 

working conditions influenced job satisfaction, which in turn influenced teacher retention 
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and attrition.   

 Clotfelter et al. (2008) conducted a longitudinal study of a three-year program in 

North Carolina where certified special education, math, and science teachers working in 

public secondary schools with low test scores or high poverty rates received $1,800 

bonuses to find out if salary influenced teacher retention.  The sample included over 

29,000 teachers.  Researchers used discrete-time hazard models to find the impact of the 

extra pay and employed robustness checks.  Findings suggested that the bonus reduced 

teacher turnover by 17% with the largest effect on veteran teachers; however, the state 

did not fully educate eligible teachers about the program so the effect of the program may 

not have been as far-reaching as it could have been.  As a result, researchers believed 

their effects were likely underestimated.  Another major limitation of this study was that 

teacher salaries in North Carolina have been extremely low compared to other states, so 

these results were not generalizable to teachers in other areas of the country.  In the 2012-

2013 school year, according to the National Center for Education Statistics’ Digest of 

Education Statistics, the average public school teacher salary in North Carolina was 

$45,947 with a percent change of -14.7 since 1999, the largest negative percent change of 

all the states.  The only states with lower average salaries were South Dakota, Oklahoma, 

and Mississippi.  New York State’s average salary that year was $75, 279, the highest 

average salary in the country (Table 211.60).  Without further studies that address these 

effects in other locations, these results are not appropriate for creation of education policy 

with regards to teacher retention.  A study that included teaching assignment would 

further enhance the literature on working conditions and salary and their effects on 

teacher retention.  
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Cha and Cohen-Vogel (2011)’s more inclusionary study used structural equation 

modeling and the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and Teacher Follow-Up Survey 

(TFS) to examine the influence of salary, working conditions, and professional 

development on teachers’ job satisfaction and decisions to leave the profession.  This 

study specifically focused on teachers who left for another profession, a unique focus in 

the body of literature.  Researchers found that teachers were likelier to stay if they had 

higher salaries, more useful professional development, and higher job satisfaction; 

working conditions ( ) was a stronger predictor than salary ( ) for teachers’ 

job satisfaction and retention or switching.  Job satisfaction mediated the influence of 

working conditions ( ) and the connection between salary and leaving for 

another profession, but causation could not be proven by this study.  Cha and Cohen-

Vogel (2011) found no significant differences for the various demographic characteristics 

analyzed.  Further studies need to be done in order to sort out the implications of these 

findings; focusing on specific components of job satisfaction and working conditions 

such as teaching assignments would help produce strong recommendations for school 

administrators to keep teachers in the profession.    

In a deviation from the typical use of the SASS, Loeb et al. (2005) surveyed over 

1,000 teachers in California—a random, representative sample—and analyzed 

demographic, salary, and turnover data to study how working conditions affected teacher 

turnover.  Researchers used three measures as outcomes: teachers’ opinions on whether 

their schools had a turnover problem, teachers’ opinions on whether vacancies were 

difficult to fill at their schools, and the proportion of new teachers.  Using factor analysis 

and logistic regression, they found that high levels of teacher turnover were strongly 

b = .84 b = .09

b =-.197
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impacted by low salaries, poor working conditions, and student characteristics.  When 

salaries and working conditions were considered and ameliorated, the impact of student 

characteristics on teacher turnover decreased.  Their use of a survey other than the SASS 

made this a unique study on a specific state.  These researchers’ findings have interesting 

implications for schools: further studies on the specifics of working conditions, including 

teaching assignment, could help provide more useful policy recommendations for 

administrators. 

Putting a slightly different twist on working conditions and salary and their 

relation to teacher retention, Horng (2009) used adaptive conjoint analysis methodology, 

ANOVAs and MANOVA to examine teacher preferences for 531 elementary teachers in 

a California school district.  This method was different from the two typical methods of 

predicting teacher preferences for working conditions (surveys and data on teachers’ 

quitting and transfer behaviors).  Her survey was adaptive, meaning it reacted to 

participants’ responses, maximizing responses and minimizing the time taken by the 

survey.  She examined workplace characteristics including facilities, administrative 

support, class size, commute time, salary, student resources, input on decisions, student 

SES, student performance, and student ethnicity, and found that clean and safe facilities, 

administrative support, and small class sizes were very important to teachers based on 

average characteristic utility values.  Average importance scores implied that some 

working conditions strongly influenced where teachers wanted to work.  Clean and safe 

facilities were statistically significantly more important than the other characteristics 

studied, and all the working condition characteristics and salary were more important 

than the student characteristics.  This study had many limitations: the researcher stated 
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that she had no way to test goodness of fit as this model was predicted and not real, 

teacher self-reports could have been unreliable, and the survey language could have been 

interpreted in diverse ways.  Her decision to limit her sample to one district out of 

convenience resulted in a small sample for a quantitative study that also made the study 

not generalizable.  Again, the body of literature lacks qualitative studies that attempt to 

define teachers’ perceptions of these working conditions, including teaching assignments. 

 In a key study, Johnson et al. (2012) examined whether work conditions affected 

teacher satisfaction and career decisions, whether schools with more supportive work 

conditions raised student performance more successfully than schools with less 

supportive work conditions, and which elements of work conditions mattered most.  They 

used a statewide survey of school working conditions (the MassTeLLS) with 

demographic and student achievement data from Massachusetts and constructed a set of 

nine elements that reflected teacher working conditions, yielding a sample of 25,135 

teachers.  Researchers “fit standard regression models that describe the relationship 

between each outcome and both overall conditions of work and each element separately, 

modeling this relationship according to the properties of our outcome variables” (p. 1).  

They found that social conditions, including principal leadership, school culture, and 

relationships with colleagues, were the work conditions that best predicted teachers’ job 

satisfaction and career decisions.  Favorable work conditions predicted higher student 

academic growth.  In schools with more supportive work conditions, teachers were more 

satisfied and less likely to leave.  A qualitative study examining teachers’ perceptions of 

these social conditions would further expand the literature on teacher retention.  

The literature on salary and working conditions supported the general body of 
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literature on teacher retention.  Both influenced job satisfaction, which in turn influenced 

teachers’ mobility decisions.  These quantitative studies varied in their validity and 

generalizability but came to similar conclusions about the effects of salary and working 

conditions on teacher retention: teacher turnover decreased when administrators noted 

and improved working conditions and salaries (Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter et 

al., 2008; Horng, 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; Loeb et al., 2005).  Further research is 

needed into the components of working conditions to determine how each affects teacher 

retention and what role they play in teaching assignments.     

Administrative support, effectiveness, and teacher perceptions.  The 

previously discussed research suggested that working conditions and salary impacted job 

satisfaction and therefore teacher retention.  One component of working conditions 

addressed in the surveys utilized by teacher retention studies was administration, 

including administrative support of teachers, administrative effectiveness, and teacher 

perceptions of administration.  A review of the literature focused on these specific 

administrative components was warranted. 

Brown and Wynn (2007) studied the link between teacher retention and 

leadership and found that principals with an awareness of issues that affect new teachers, 

a proactive approach in supporting new teachers, and a commitment to professional 

growth and excellence for everyone in their buildings had lower teacher transfer and 

attrition rates than principals without these characteristics.  They conducted semi-

structured interviews with 12 principals and 61 teachers in a district with a high rate of 

teacher attrition, analyzing their data through template analysis, using a priori and 

emergent codes and a consistent comparative analysis method.  The researchers 



 

 52 

employed measures to ensure validity, including triangulation, an audit trail, member 

checks, and verbatim quotations. Although this study showed a definite connection 

between administrative support and teacher retention, the researchers utilized a 

professional learning community (PLC) framework.  A qualitative study examining 

administrative decision making throughout the process of teaching assignment 

distribution might reveal interesting findings on leadership and prove an interesting 

extension of this study. 

In 2009, Brown and Wynn similarly conducted another qualitative study of 12 

principals in a school district with a high attrition rate, again using semi-structured 

interviews, coding, and constant comparative analysis.  These findings basically matched 

those of their 2007 study, with the additional component that principals who retained 

more teachers utilized a situational leadership style. Although limited in scope due to 

small sample size and in generalizability due to the use of one district only, both studies 

provided a qualitative lens through which to expose the voices of teachers and 

administrators on the topic of teacher retention.  A qualitative study on teaching 

assignment is needed to expand on the body of literature and include more teacher and 

administrator voices. 

Grissom (2011) chose a slightly different focus, exploring how principals could 

retain teachers in disadvantaged schools.  This quantitative study examined 30,690 

teachers in 6,290 non-charter public schools using the 2003-2004 SASS and the 2004-

2005 TFS.  Grissom conducted regression analyses with an extensive set of control 

variables, a school district fixed effects approach, and a principal factor analysis and took 

the school-level mean of principal effectiveness scores to reduce bias.  He found that 
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principal effectiveness was associated with higher teacher satisfaction and a lower 

probability that teachers would leave within one year.  Teachers’ work environments 

were less positive in schools with many disadvantaged students, and the positive impacts 

of principal effectiveness were even greater in schools with many disadvantaged students.  

Grissom (2011) found that  “the coefficient of 0.25 for the principal effectiveness 

measure suggests that a one standard deviation increase in this variable is associated with 

about one-fourth of a point on the four-point teacher satisfaction scale for a comparable 

teacher in a similar school within the same district” (p. 2572). This was statistically 

significant, “suggesting that differences in principal effectiveness need not to be very 

large to predict rather substantial differences in how favorably teachers view their jobs” 

(p. 2572).  The coefficient for teacher turnover was 0.15 (p < 0.01), suggesting that “the 

average school with no African American students will have a turnover rate that is 15 

percentage points lower than the average school with only African American students” 

(p. 2573).  Turnover rates were highest for first-year teachers; women were less likely to 

turn over than men, and Hispanic teachers were less likely to turn over than White 

teachers.  In the satisfaction regression, the interaction term (β  = 0.058, p < 0.05) 

suggested that principals had a more positive effect in challenging environments than in 

the average school; similar results were observed for teacher turnover (β  = -0.02), which 

may be more impacted by principal effectiveness in a challenging school than in a more 

typical school.   

Various limitations of Grissom’s (2011) study included its lack of objective 

measures of principal effectiveness and its failure to consider that teacher satisfaction 

may have contributed to principal evaluation—a teacher who was unhappy at work might 



 

 54 

rate a principal lower than a teacher who was satisfied in that school, regardless of the 

principal’s ability or actions.  In addition, the estimates of relationship between teacher 

turnover and principal effectiveness could have been biased.  The reliance on survey data 

was another limitation; teacher voices would have drawn a richer picture of teachers’ 

perceptions of principal effectiveness.  A qualitative study is needed to help fill the gap 

by including data collected through interviews and document analysis.  

In a study on principals’ perceptions of barriers to improving teacher 

effectiveness, Donaldson (2013) conducted semi-structured interviews with 30 principals 

in two northeastern states, using coding, thematic summaries, categorical matrices, and 

analytical memos to identify themes.  She examined a range of strategies through which 

principals could improve teacher effectiveness and conducted peer review and peer 

debrief, transcript review, and an exploration of her reflexivity to increase the validity of 

her study on barriers perceived by principals.  Donaldson (2013) found economic, 

contractual, cultural, and interpersonal barriers for principals in fostering teacher 

effectiveness.  Principals who attended more professional development on improving 

instruction described fewer barriers.  The barriers to hiring and assignment included such 

items as inadequate supply of teachers, centralization of hiring, seniority preferences, and 

certification.  Principals noted limitations to teacher evaluation included time, restricted 

opportunities to observe and document teaching, insufficient observation tools, and 

school culture.  The barriers to professional development included a lack of funding, 

time, and principal ownership over content.  This study provided a unique look at 

principals’ perceptions of obstacles to cultivating effectiveness in teachers.   

In a study that outlined the importance of administration on teacher retention and 
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supported Donaldson’s (2013) findings, Boyd et al. (2011) studied school administrators’ 

influence on teacher retention decisions by examining six components of working 

conditions: teacher influence, administration, staff relations, student behavior, facilities, 

and safety.  They used data on all public schools in New York City—encompassing over 

4,300 teachers—administering a survey to first-year teachers in 2005 and a follow-up 

survey a year later and then matching that information to administrative data.  Their 

survey was based on the Schools and Staffing Survey and the research literature; they 

utilized multinomial logistic regression, comparing the results of a set of first-year 

teachers to the other teachers in the same school, and triangulated their results with 

surveys of teachers who recently left teaching in NYC.  Despite the researchers’ care 

taken to ensure reduction of errors and validity of results, the study’s use of first-year 

teachers who were likely to experience working conditions differently than veteran 

teachers limited the usefulness of the study. 

Boyd et al. (2011) found that “teachers’ perceptions of the school administration 

have by far the greatest influence on teacher retention decisions” (p. 303), supporting 

findings by Brown and Wynn (2007).   First-year teachers were more likely to leave 

schools that had a higher proportion of Black and Hispanic students; in addition, all 

factors included in the study except safety predicted teacher retention, with perception of 

the school administration being the strongest predictor of teacher retention.  The 

triangulation with surveys made this a richer, more valid study, but qualitative studies are 

still needed to flesh out a fuller picture of the reasons teachers leave the profession. 

In another study analyzing teacher retention and attrition, Gardner (2010) 

investigated factors related to attrition of K-12 music teachers with intent to develop a 
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model to predict retention and attrition using the same dataset—the SASS—as many of 

the other quantitative studies on teacher retention (Feng, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Grissom 

& Keiser, 2011; Hancock & Scherff, 2010; Jackson, 2012; Kelly, 2004; Tickle et al., 

2011; Ware & Kitsantas, 2007).  He found music teachers more likely than teachers of 

other subjects to hold part-time or itinerant positions and less likely than other teachers to 

receive any support in working with students with special needs.  Music teachers changed 

positions for better teaching assignments, leaving behind unsatisfactory working 

conditions; they left the teaching profession for better benefits or a higher salary.  Those 

who left teaching reported higher satisfaction in their new profession.  In support of Boyd 

et al.’s (2011) findings, Gardner (2010) also found that teachers’ perception of 

administrative support had the largest impact on their job satisfaction and their retention 

in a position.  Variables related to job satisfaction included assigned grade level, support 

and recognition from administrators, and scarcity of concern about students’ social 

welfare and parental support.   

Gardner (2010) employed comparative statistics, factor analysis, logistic 

regression, and structural equation modeling to analyze responses by nearly 2,000 music 

teachers.  The author provided clear research questions and a purpose for the research, 

but lacked detailed description of the data analysis procedures.  Given the need for more 

information on data analysis, the narrow focus on K-12 music teachers, and the 

likelihood that music teachers are itinerant, which could have negatively affected job 

satisfaction or working conditions, Gardner’s findings are limited but could be 

generalizable for teachers in other content areas who work part-time or in itinerant 

positions.  Policy recommendations included mentoring new teachers and ensuring each 
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district had a music supervisor—items that likely were already in place in many school 

districts.  This study touched on teaching assignments in that full-time music teachers 

were less likely to leave the profession or change positions than those in part-time or 

itinerant positions, but these findings were hardly surprising and demonstrated the need 

for a study on teaching assignments that is not so narrowly focused.  A qualitative study 

conducted as a case study within one school and encompassing multiple content areas 

could yield more generalizable results about teaching assignments. 

Similar to Gardner’s (2010) study but with a broader sample, Tickle et al. (2011) 

studied the effect of administrative support on teachers’ intent to remain in the teaching 

profession and their job satisfaction through a path analysis of almost 35,000 regular, 

full-time public school teachers in the 2003-2004 Schools and Staffing Survey.  

Replication was used to calculate sampling errors needed due to the complex design of 

this iteration of the SASS.  Consistent with the findings of Boyd et al. (2011) and 

Gardner (2010), Tickle et al. (2011) found that “administrative support was the most 

significant predictor of teachers’ job satisfaction, while job satisfaction was the most 

significant predictor of teachers’ intent to stay in teaching” (p. 342).  Additionally, 

administrative support was a mediating factor on the effect of student behavior, teaching 

experience, and teachers’ salary satisfaction on their job satisfaction and intent to 

continue teaching.  This study added evidence to the importance of administrative 

support in raising teacher retention rates, providing support for a qualitative study 

examining teachers’ perception of administrative support in the teaching assignment 

process. 

In order to better understand teachers’ perceptions of administrators which affect 
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mobility decisions (Boyd et al., 2011; Gardner, 2010), Pashiardis et al. (2005) combined 

case study, interview, survey, and ethnography—shadowing and observing the 

principal—to compare a principal’s perception of him or herself and teachers’ 

perceptions of that principal.  They utilized a 57-item questionnaire for teachers and 

semi-structured interview with the principal in one Portuguese public school and 

employed descriptive statistics compared with survey results to interview responses.  

They found a high level of agreement between the principal’s self-perception and the 

teachers’ perception of the principal.  Their poorly explained analysis, small sample size, 

unique methodology, and location of the study limited its generalizability.   

Studies on administrative support, administrative effectiveness, and teacher 

perceptions of administration encompassed a range of methodologies.  Overall, principals 

who supported their teachers through professional development and a commitment to 

excellence retained more teachers than those who did not (Brown & Wynn, 2007), and in 

disadvantaged schools, teachers who reported that their principals were effective were 

more satisfied with their jobs and less likely to leave (Grissom, 2011).  Donaldson (2013) 

analyzed this topic from the perspective of the principal: she found that principals who 

participated in professional development viewed fewer obstacles to cultivating 

instructional effectiveness in their teachers, yet principals did experience many barriers to 

hiring and assigning teachers.  Boyd et al. (2011) and Gardner (2010) found teachers’ 

perceptions of administrators had the greatest effect on teacher retention of all the factors 

they studied, while Pashiardis et al. (2005) discovered the principals’ self-perceptions and 

teachers’ perceptions of those principals matched.  As evidenced by these studies, school 

administrators had a strong effect on teacher retention through their actions, their 
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effectiveness, and how teachers perceived them, yet these studies did not address 

teaching assignments specifically as a reflection of administrative support, effectiveness, 

or perception. 

Teacher efficacy and affect.  The previous set of studies demonstrated a 

connection between administration and teacher retention.  In order to more fully 

understand teachers’ perceptions of administration and their reactions to working 

conditions and job satisfaction, a review of the literature on teacher efficacy and affect 

was necessary.  Ware and Kitsantas (2007) proved that teacher and collective efficacy 

predicted teachers’ professional commitment, Donaldson and Johnson (2010) and Pas et 

al. (2012) showed that teaching assignments and preparedness affected teachers’ efficacy, 

and Jones and Youngs (2012) determined that negative affect predicted teacher burnout.  

These studies revealed the connection between teaching assignments, teacher affect, 

teacher efficacy, and teacher retention. 

In a broad study with a large sample size, Ware and Kitsantas (2007) attempted to 

establish whether teacher and collective efficacy beliefs predicted commitment to 

teaching through data taken from the 1999-2000 Schools and Staffing Survey and 

researcher-developed efficacy and professional commitment scales.  They used 

exploratory factor analysis to derive the three efficacy scales, which in turn became the 

independent variables for a multiple regression, and they found that their scales did 

predict professional commitment of teachers.  They provided a strong description of their 

data analysis procedures and found that a percentage of the variance in teacher 

commitment to teaching was explained by the three forms of efficacy.  The random 

sampling of 3,000 teachers from the 26,000 teachers who responded to the survey for the 
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analysis of efficacy and the use of all 26,000 teachers for the multiple regression made 

their results generalizable; however, the researchers did not analyze participant 

demographics as variables to see if demographics played any role in predicting teacher 

commitment.  This study provided guidance on ways to prevent teacher turnover via 

improving teachers’ sense of collective and self-efficacy, yet another study examining 

how teaching assignments affected teacher efficacy would extend their research.  

 In a more narrowly focused study explicitly connecting teaching assignments to 

retention, Donaldson and Johnson (2010) explained that prior research has suggested that 

course assignments affect teacher efficacy, which in turn influences retention and 

attrition.  They broke their sample down into demographic categories and specifically 

selected Teach For America (TFA) teachers who had been teaching consecutively for 

four to six years.  The brief pedagogical training provided to TFA teachers and their 

placements in low-income, urban schools, limited the generalizability of their findings to 

teachers in low-income, urban schools; however, since urban schools have struggled to 

retain high-quality teachers and given the longitudinal nature of this study, it remained 

important to the body of literature on teacher retention and attrition.  The researchers 

noted the limitations common in teacher retention literature: most other studies used only 

one or two years of data and did not examine the staying power of teachers in low-

income schools over time, ignored teachers who did not leave, or utilized datasets which 

did not distinguish between voluntary and involuntary teacher transfer.  This study was 

the first to longitudinally examine the retention of TFA teachers on a national scale, 

making it an important study to include in this review of the literature.  Teachers’ voices, 

however, were still missing from this study, as was an explanation of how and why TFA 
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teachers were given these specific assignments, revealing a need for such a study. 

While Donaldson and Johnson (2010) drew from the Schools and Staffing Survey, 

they further employed a number of other researchers’ surveys and extensive research in 

creating their own survey and tested survey questions and their online survey process 

before use.  They utilized discrete time-survival analysis with their survey of over 2,000 

TFA teachers in three cohorts.  The authors recognized that challenging teaching 

assignments—defined as split grades, multiple subjects, or out-of-field classes—could 

have been the result of poor working conditions and not, on its own, the main reason 

teachers left a building or the profession.  Donaldson and Johnson (2010) found that TFA 

teachers with more challenging assignments were at higher risk of leaving their position 

than teachers with less challenging assignments.  Secondary teachers with multiple 

subject or out-of-field assignments tended to resign from teaching altogether and 

elementary teachers with multiple grade assignments tended to transfer.  Science teachers 

who earned a degree in a science major were likelier to resign than science teachers who 

pursued a different major; this went against the authors’ hypothesis.  Researchers 

acknowledged that working conditions could vary within schools, which was a threat to 

their internal validity; this could be corrected with a qualitative study focusing solely on 

one school.  The main threat to external validity came from the fact that TFA teachers 

differ from typical new teachers.  Implications for administrators centered on ensuring 

that new teachers’ assignments were not overly challenging and being certain to provide 

support when challenging assignments could not be avoided.  Donaldson and Johnson 

(2010) pointed to the clear need for an examination of teacher assignments, specifically 

qualitative research into how administrators assign teachers to classes and courses and if 
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those assignments affect new and veteran teachers’ decisions to remain in the profession 

or leave. 

In a much smaller study, Jones and Youngs (2012) examined teacher attitudes and 

affect and their link to teacher burnout.  They used survey data collected in fall 2007 and 

spring 2008 and the Affective Events Theory as a framework to study 42 beginning 

general and special education teachers in three districts in Michigan and Indiana.  They 

utilized the ESM experience sampling method, had two trained coders code the ESM data 

using previously used codes, and used the Maslach Burnout Inventory.  Researchers 

found a positive association between mean levels of positive affect and skill and 

commitment.  Negative affect and tiredness were predictive of burnout, and working in 

special education was associated with burnout.  They also found a negative association 

between special education and teacher commitment to assignment.  Researchers noted 

that comparisons between categories of teachers were difficult to make due to their small 

sample size, but this study had important findings despite its lack of generalizability.  The 

researchers should have used demographics as variables and should have explained 

whether they were equating burnout with attrition, poor teaching, or some other 

educational problem other than teachers with negative emotional affect.  A longitudinal 

study of these teachers would have been more telling.  Further qualitative studies linked 

to working conditions and teaching assignment could enhance the literature on teacher 

affect and reasons for burnout. 

In a study similar to that of Jones and Youngs (2012), Pas et al. (2012) identified 

predictors of teacher efficacy and burnout.  Employing Bandura’s definition of self-

efficacy, they defined teacher efficacy as related to the ability to create a sufficient 
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learning environment and to deliver instruction.  They utilized a longitudinal, multilevel 

modeling approach, collecting data from 600 teachers at 31 elementary schools three 

times throughout two school years.  Researchers considered teacher demographics, 

teacher experience, teacher perceptions of school environment, and school-level 

contextual factors in their analysis, and asked teachers to complete a measure of teacher 

efficacy and a measure of burnout including items from the widely-used and supported 

Maslach Burnout Inventory; both measures were supported by validity and reliability 

evidence and have been widely used.  Cohen’s d was calculated for all significant 

findings.  Pas et al. found “the growth parameters for both efficacy, , d =0.12, 

p =.024, and burnout, , d=0.29, p=.030, were statistically significant” (p. 138), 

revealing that burnout and teacher efficacy increased over time, with school-level factors 

unrelated to both.  In addition, “teacher preparedness and perceptions of teacher 

affiliation and leadership were significantly associated with both the intercept and growth 

of teacher efficacy and burnout” (p. 129).  Further research into specific components 

related to teacher preparedness, such as teaching assignment, would expand 

understanding of this literature. 

The literature on teacher affect and teacher efficacy pointed to the connections 

between teaching assignments and retention.  These quantitative studies demonstrated a 

need for more research into teaching assignments in order to record the voices of teachers 

and administrators on these topics and to better understand the relationship of teaching 

assignment to teacher efficacy and retention.   

 Summary. Factors related to teacher attrition and retention included teacher 

demographics (Grissom & Keiser, 2011; Grissom & Reininger, 2012; Hancock & 

g100 = 0.25

g100 = 0.25
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Scherff, 2010), student and school characteristics (Feng, 2009; Hanushek et al., 2004; 

Kelly, 2004; Scafidi et al., 2007), working conditions and salary (Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 

2011; Clotfelter et al., 2008; Horng, 2009; Loeb et al., 2005), administrative support or 

effectiveness and teacher perception of administration (Boyd et al., 2011; Brown & 

Wynn, 2007; Brown & Wynn, 2009; Donaldson, 2013; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; 

Pashiardis et al., 2005; Tickle et al., 2011), and teacher efficacy and affect (Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Jones and Youngs, 2012; Pas et al., 2012; Ware & Kitsantas, 2007).  The 

SASS and TFS were the datasets used most often, and most of the research conducted in 

this area was quantitative (Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Grissom & Keiser, 

2011; Hancock & Scherff, 2010; Jackson, 2012; Kelly, 2004; Tickle et al., 2011; Ware & 

Kitsantas, 2007).  So many factors influence working conditions or job satisfaction that it 

is difficult to grasp exactly why teachers leave; often, there may be more than one 

explanation for teacher attrition.  Teaching assignment is an area that has not been much 

studied in relation to teacher retention and attrition.  Qualitative studies are needed in this 

area to provide policy recommendations to schools and districts to help them increase 

teacher retention of high quality, effective teachers.  The personal experiences of teachers 

were left out of most of this body of literature; in order to more fully understand why 

teachers stay or leave a given school or district, qualitative studies that give teachers and 

administrators a voice are needed.  

Teaching Assignments   

Studies on teacher attrition provided a lens through which to research teaching 

assignment distribution and its connections to testing (Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-

Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014) and collective bargaining agreements and district 
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policies (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-Lampkin, 2007; Koski & Horng, 2007; Strunk & 

Grissom, 2010).  The close-knit connections between retention, attrition, hiring, and 

dismissal led to studies with multiple points of focus, while the many components of 

influential factors like working conditions made it difficult to point to specific ways to 

induce teachers to stay in the profession or in a particular school.  Researchers have 

found that improving job satisfaction through better working conditions helps convince 

high quality teachers to continue teaching; yet, explicit criteria on what should be 

improved and how was largely absent from the literature, especially given the broad 

concept of working conditions which encompass many different factors.  This literature 

displayed a clear need for a qualitative study examining the process of distributing 

teaching assignments. 

Attrition and retention.  Teaching assignment has had a strong effect on teacher 

retention decisions.  Several studies on teacher retention and attrition focused on teaching 

assignments and their specific role in teacher mobility decisions.  All were quantitative 

and most utilized the SASS as their dataset.  Researchers found that administrators 

assigned less experienced teachers to more minority, poor, limited English proficiency 

(LEP), special education, and lower-achieving students (Feng, 2010) and gave them more 

challenging assignments overall (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Bieler et al., 2017).  Teaching 

assignment among special education teachers changed more frequently in urban schools 

and those with more minority students (Brummet & Gershenson, 2012).  Low-income 

schools were less likely to retain their teachers (Feng, 2010).  More effective schools 

assigned new teachers in a more equitable manner than less effective schools; they also 

retained more high-quality teachers than less effective schools (Loeb et al., 2012).  Teach 
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For America teachers with more challenging assignments were likelier to leave schools 

(Donaldson & Johnson, 2010), music teachers left their schools for better teaching 

assignments (Gardner, 2010), and teachers who were reassigned to a new grade were 

likelier to leave their schools than those allowed to continue teaching the same course 

(Ost & Schiman, 2015).  It was evident that teacher retention is highly important in urban 

schools, low-income schools, and schools with a high number of minority students 

enrolled as these have had the most difficulty retaining effective teachers. 

Feng (2010) stated that most previous research on teacher attrition had focused on 

district and school-level variations but had not examined within-school variations in 

teaching assignment, pointing to a need for such a study.  Therefore, Feng used the 1999-

2000 SASS and TFS in conjunction with a statewide administrative data set on public 

school teachers in Florida, including student test scores and teacher and student 

demographic information.  He used the SASS-TFS to correct for possible 

misclassification of teachers in the statewide data set and removed part-time and charter 

school teachers from his sample.   He modeled teachers’ mobility decisions in a utility-

maximizing framework, employed professional certification and special education 

teachers as two indicator variables, and employed nonmonetary components of teaching 

through school and classroom characteristics.  He conducted a multinomial logistic 

regression, controlled for fixed effects in his samples, and conducted a Wald test of 

exogeneity, pointing to the necessity of future work to substantiate any causal claims.  

Feng (2010) found that teachers with less than two years of experience in Florida 

taught in less effective schools with higher total disciplinary incidents per student 

compared with veteran teachers.  Within schools, Feng’s (2010) study showed that 



 

 67 

teachers with fewer than two years of teaching experience had more struggling, low-

income, special education, minority, and LEP students than veteran teachers in the same 

school.  After controlling for school environment, Feng found that classroom settings 

correlated with teacher mobility in both data sets, and poor schools had difficulty 

retaining teachers.  This study was important to the body of literature because it was the 

first study to link teachers to their specific students, and it evaluated the impact of 

classroom environment and teaching assignment on teacher mobility, revealing some of 

the problems with statewide data sets being utilized by educational researchers.  This 

study further illustrated the need for a qualitative study on teaching assignments in order 

to learn from teacher and administrator perspectives and improve teacher retention rates. 

Two years later, Brummet and Gershenson (2012) examined reassignments of 

34,000 K-5 self-contained special education teachers using Michigan’s Registry of 

Educational Personnel 2003-2009, National Center for Education Statistics’ Common 

Core of Data, and MDE school report cards in a more narrowly focused study with a 

large sample.  They conducted multivariate regressions and discovered that almost 17% 

of these teachers switched the grade they were teaching at least once in the six-year 

period studied.  Brummet and Gershenson (2012) did not mention looping as a possible 

reason for this switching.  They found veteran teachers were less likely to switch grades 

than inexperienced teachers.  Higher grade-level reassignment rates were found in urban 

schools and schools with large numbers of minority students.  In addition, grade 

switching predicted grade switching in the future.  Researchers did not discuss whether 

decisions to switch came from teachers or administrators, nor did they discuss how 

demand (number of self-contained students) might have influenced the switching.  This 
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study focused on a very specific set of teachers—elementary school special education 

teachers who taught in self-contained classrooms—so this study was not generalizable to 

all teachers, but the findings definitely merit further investigation with other sets of 

teachers.  Given Feng’s (2010) findings on the relationship between teaching assignment 

and teacher mobility decisions, this study pointed to the need for further studies to learn 

how teachers and administrators contribute to the process of distributing teaching 

assignments. 

 In contrast with the studies by Feng (2010) and Brummet and Gershenson (2012), 

Andrews and Quinn (2004) explored first year teaching assignments by examining all 

first year middle and high school teachers (n=51) in a district—a small sample size and a 

different type of teacher from other studies.  They utilized a 10-question survey and 

simple tallying of responses to find that new teachers continue to struggle with 

assignments that require floating (teaching in multiple classrooms throughout the day), 

out-of-field teaching, and too many preparations.  They collected no other data, making 

this a very simple study though a functional way to compare teaching assignments 

within-district.  This study had major limitations: the researchers included few references 

and did not attempt to examine how or why teaching assignments were being distributed 

in this manner to first year teachers.  Further studies would be needed to determine 

whether first year teachers in other districts had similar assignments and if so, why. 

In another quantitative study with a large sample of over 10,000 teachers and 350 

schools, Loeb et al. (2012) studied Florida student test scores on the Florida 

Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) in reading and math and seven years of 

administrative data from Miami-Dade County Public Schools.  The researchers used 
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value-added methods in this quantitative study to analyze relationships between the 

effectiveness of schools and their hiring, assignment, development, and retention of 

teachers.  The extremely detailed description of their methods in each relationship they 

analyzed revealed multiple attempts to control for confounding variables in all aspects of 

the study, although these variables nonetheless limited the validity and generalizability of 

the study.  Due to these numerous potentially confounding variables, the researchers 

could not clarify based on their data whether more effective schools better identify more 

effective teachers and thus hire more of them or whether more effective teachers simply 

apply to more effective schools.   

Nevertheless, Loeb et al. (2012) found that more effective schools hired teachers 

who were more effective and assigned new teachers in a more equitable manner than less 

effective schools did.  In addition, teachers at more effective schools improved their 

instructional practice more quickly than teachers at less effective schools, and more 

effective schools retained more high-quality teachers than less effective schools. The 

researchers did not infer any correlations or causations not evident in the data, controlled 

for confounding variables wherever possible to ensure more valid results, and clearly 

stated that they did not attempt to identify whether school leadership or teachers drove 

some of the practices that influenced their findings.  There was, however, a need for a 

qualitative study to capture teacher voices and rule out some of the confounding variables 

the researchers encountered in this study on the relationship between school effectiveness 

and teacher hiring, assignment, development, and retention.   

 Two previously discussed studies explicitly connected teaching assignments to 

attrition and retention: those of Donaldson and Johnson (2010) and Gardner (2010).  
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Donaldson and Johnson conducted the first longitudinal study examining retention of 

Teach For America teachers through a discrete time-survival analysis with their survey of 

over 2,000 TFA teachers in three cohorts.  Donaldson and Johnson (2010) found that 

TFA teachers with more challenging assignments were at higher risk of leaving than 

teachers with less challenging assignments.  Gardner (2010) similarly investigated factors 

related to K-12 music teacher attrition through comparative statistics, factor analysis, 

logistic regression, and structural equation modeling of SASS responses from about 

2,000 music teachers.  Gardner (2010) found that music teachers changed positions for 

better teaching assignments, leaving behind unsatisfactory working conditions; they left 

teaching altogether for better benefits or a higher salary.  Their perception of 

administrative support had the largest impact on their job satisfaction and their retention 

in a position.  With no follow-up studies tracking the teachers who left for better 

assignments, it is unclear whether the teachers in Gardner’s (2010) study were ever 

satisfied with any assignment.    

 In a more recent study, Ost and Schiman (2015) examined the effects of grade 

experience and reassignments on teacher turnover.  They used data following every 

public school teacher in North Carolina from 1995 to 2007 from the North Carolina 

Education Research Data Center, a rich longitudinal administrative database.  They 

created tables of descriptive statistics for schools and teachers in the sample to determine 

past experience, grade-specific experience, and grade change.  Researchers controlled for 

a number of potentially confounding variables and found little evidence teachers’ 

assignments were switched due to observable characteristics.  They attempted to account 

for various possible biases and used several other equations and regressions to do so.  In 
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addition, they used the 1999–2000 Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) and its 2000–

2001 Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS) to analyze the relationship between grade 

reassignment and teacher attitudes and perception.  Ost and Schiman quite thoroughly 

related possible biases and limitations of the study.  They found teachers who switched 

grades between their first and second year had turnover rates indistinguishable from 

novice teachers.  They concluded,  

teacher turnover is strongly related to grade reassignments and that the pattern 

holds whether comparing across teachers and schools, within a school, or within a 

school and year.  If a teacher is reassigned to teach a new grade, we show that this 

reassignment is associated with higher levels of turnover.  Within total past 

experience categories, teachers with the fewest years of grade-specific experience 

have the greatest probability of turnover and the probability of turnover decreases 

with additional years of grade-specific experience.  This decreasing relationship 

holds until the teacher obtains six years of total past experience after which the 

pattern becomes much less apparent. (p. 123)  

 

In addition, researchers indicated the magnitudes they found in this study were “large 

relative to those found for class size reductions or salary increases,” (p. 113) suggesting 

that teaching assignments may be an avenue for reform: “reducing grade reassignment, 

particularly for inexperienced teachers, may reduce attrition with relatively little financial 

cost or political controversy” (p. 113).   They also declared they were unable to rule out 

all sources of potential bias.  A study examining teacher perception of teaching 

assignments and reassignments would expand on these findings. 

 Similarly, a study by Bieler, Holmes, and Wolfe (2017) analyzed the initial 

teaching assignments of secondary English teachers in mid-Atlantic states.  They wanted 

to find out if a higher level of teacher agency in teaching assignments would correlate to 

a higher level of teacher retention.  Data were collected from a database and a survey 

with 49% participation (n = 85).  Researchers found new English teachers were 



 

 72 

disproportionately assigned to teach lower grade level and lower track level students.  

They were less likely to receive their desired assignment than more experienced teachers.  

English teachers believed their department chairs had the most power in regards to their 

teaching assignments, closely followed by assistant principals and principals.  In survey 

responses, teachers viewed the most important factors when making teaching 

assignments as subject matter expertise, instructional abilities, previous success with 

students, the teacher’s personality toward students, and classroom-management abilities.  

They ranked intellectual abilities, a teacher’s preference, seniority, and education levels 

as moderately important and believed personality toward other faculty, extracurricular 

responsibilities, and relationship with the decision maker were least important.  In 

addition, teachers believed decision makers “place[d] more weight on a teacher’s ability 

to prepare students for high-stakes tests, teacher seniority, and schedule constraints than 

would teachers” (p. 30).  Bieler, Holmes, and Wolfe (2017) found 71% of the teachers 

chose to teach the grade level they taught; 63% chose the track level they taught at the 

time of the survey.  However, researchers found statistically significant differences 

indicating experienced teachers were much more likely than new teachers to have chosen 

the grade and track levels to which they were assigned, experienced teachers perceived 

higher teacher agency than new teachers, and teacher agency correlated with having 

one’s own classroom.  They argued administrators should place student and teacher 

retention at the center of teaching assignments decisions and recommended further study 

of trends in teaching assignment with further disaggregation by teacher demographics.  

Researchers neglected to define certain key terms such as “high-achieving teacher,” but 

recognized the limitations of their study including small sample size and limited 



 

 73 

generalizability.  Qualitative research on how administrators distribute teaching 

assignments and teachers’ perceptions of the process would further enhance the picture 

painted by this important study. 

These studies on teaching assignment and reassignment reaffirmed the link 

between challenging assignments and teacher attrition.  They also demonstrated that low-

income and urban schools suffered from teacher turnover and attrition more than other 

types of schools.  The multiple quantitative studies underlined the need for qualitative 

studies on teacher retention (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Bieler et al., 2017; Brummet & 

Gershenson, 2012; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Loeb et al., 

2012; Ost & Schiman, 2015).  Interviews would give voice to the experiences of teachers 

and administrators on this topic.  Case studies of one school or multiple high schools in 

the same district would bring the teaching assignment process to light and help provide 

recommendations to correct the problems brought out in the literature.   

Testing.  Given the advent of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), studies were 

conducted on the connections between testing and teaching assignments.  NCLB caused 

many unanticipated problems in American education due to its testing and accountability 

requirements, including the gaming of the system, narrowing of curricula, and wide 

variations in rigor of state standards (Ravitch, 2010).  Both qualitative studies examined 

teacher staffing to the test and student assignment to the test but found that only teachers 

were being placed to improve school performance (Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-

Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014). 

Cohen-Vogel (2011) examined whether principals staffed to the test in an 

education system focused on No Child Left Behind.  She conducted a cross-case, cross-
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sectional study of 10 elementary schools—two each in five Florida districts.  She held 

semi-structured interviews focused on the hiring, reassignment, and dismissal processes; 

using an iterative approach, Cohen-Vogel (2011) analyzed data after the first round of 

interviews and revised her questions for follow up.  She utilized pattern coding of the 

interview transcripts and documents.  Cohen-Vogel (2011) found that school leaders were 

hiring, moving, and developing teachers to attempt to increase schools’ performance on 

state tests—what she defined as “staffing to the test” (p. 483).  Her sampling process 

seemed careful and thorough and she included a detailed description of her analysis of the 

results.  This small, qualitative study was not fully generalizable as it examined only 

elementary school principals, but it invited another qualitative study at the secondary 

level. 

In contrast to Cohen-Vogel (2011), Osborne-Lampkin and Cohen-Vogel (2014) 

investigated testing and sorting from the student angle.  They held semi-structured 

interviews with principals, assistant principals, teachers, and parents in 10 case study 

schools in Florida and carried out content analysis of various documents.  They utilized 

the stage approach, pattern coding to identify central constructs; in the second stage of 

coding, they identified motivations guiding the use of teacher assignment criteria.  Their 

findings suggested that student test scores were used to guarantee balance in classes 

rather than being used to assign students to classes to improve school performance on 

tests.  Administrators also took teacher personalities into account.  The researchers were 

surprised to find no mention of bubble kids or of pairing teachers with students who had 

previously been successful with that teacher.  A longitudinal study would have 

illuminated these practices further. 
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Cohen-Vogel’s (2011) qualitative study connecting teaching assignments to 

testing analyzed the teaching assignment distribution process in part but remained 

narrowly focused on testing while taking into account hiring, reassignment, and 

professional development.  While students were not being assigned to improve school 

scores, they were being sorted to ensure balance in classes (Osborne-Lampkin & Cohen-

Vogel, 2014).  Both studies highlighted the influence of testing in the sorting and 

assigning of teachers and students in schools.  The literature would benefit from a study 

that thoroughly analyzed the process of assigning teachers to classes while taking testing 

into consideration as one possible rationale that might be used by administrators in the 

process.  Such a study could examine whether or not teachers and administrators perceive 

test scores to influence the teaching assignment distribution process. 

Collective bargaining agreements and district policies.  Collective bargaining 

agreements (CBAs) often contain provisions that restrict administrators’ discretion in 

distributing teaching assignments by privileging seniority (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-

Lampkin, 2007; Koski & Horng, 2007; Strunk & Grissom, 2010).  Unsurprisingly, the 

stronger the union was, the less flexibility administrators were given (Strunk & Grissom, 

2010) in the teaching assignment process.  This process should be studied to determine 

whether administrators feel restricted by the provisions in CBAs.   

Koski and Horng (2007) conducted a mixed methods study in California.  They 

held semi-structured interviews of 19 human resource administrators and analyzed 488 

collective bargaining agreements (CBAs) using OLS regression and HLM.  They 

included a strong analysis of the limitations of past research on this topic and aimed 

specifically to address those.  They found that strong seniority preference rules in CBAs 
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were linked with a higher percentage of certified teachers, while schools with higher 

percentages of minority students had lower percentages of certified and veteran teachers.  

They did not find that seniority policies independently affected the sorting of teachers, 

nor did seniority policies worsen the negative relationships between higher minority 

schools and uncertified and novice teachers.  The addition of interviews to this study 

helped clarify the findings.  The study’s only major limitation was the fact that seniority 

preference may occur in schools due to school or district culture, regardless of seniority 

rules’ existence (or non-existence) in CBAs.  A study connecting administrators’ 

rationales for teaching assignment decisions could reveal how seniority provisions in 

CBAs affect the process.  

Utilizing a smaller sample than Koski and Horng (2007), Cohen-Vogel and 

Osborne-Lampkin (2007) directed a content analysis of 66 collective bargaining 

agreements in Florida from 2002-2003 and used FCAT scores and VDOE data from 

Florida on enrollment and demographics.  They utilized the Contract Provision Analysis 

Form adapted from Goldschmidt and Stuart, classifying contract provisions, analyzing for 

frequencies, classifying by content area, and coding.  They found that while staffing rules 

frequently privileged seniority, collective bargaining agreements still granted 

administrators more discretion over transfers, reductions, and reassignments than had 

been previously suggested.  Contracts were not more likely to restrict administrators’ 

actions in large, poor, minority districts than elsewhere.  They discovered requirements 

governing teacher assignments could be split into five categories: new hires, voluntary 

transfers, involuntary transfers, workforce reductions, and reassignments.  Researchers 

employed member checking to ensure validity, but only analyzed documents and scores.  
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The study omitted several important variables, including politics, the relationship 

between school or district leadership and the union, and district history of strikes and 

negotiations with the union.  One finding that needed further study was that school 

districts with contracts that used teacher performance as a basis for involuntary transfer 

were more likely to have higher percentages of proficient scores on the FCAT.  It would 

be important to study this to see why this was the case—were there more experienced or 

higher quality teachers in those districts, or did the requirement in the contract push these 

teachers to do a better job with their students preparing for the state test?  This study was 

a reminder that while provisions in CBAs may seem to restrict administrators, the reality 

may not match the provisions.  This demonstrated the need for a study to examine 

whether such provisions are used in the teaching assignment process. 

Strunk and Grissom (2010) investigated the ability of strong unions to shape 

district policies in a mixed methods study.  They ran a content analysis of 113 CBAs and 

conducted a statewide survey of school board members in California using a Partial 

Independence Item Response model.  The researchers found that CBAs in districts with 

stronger unions gave less flexibility to administrators than CBAs in districts with weaker, 

less active unions.  The higher the percentage of educators sitting on a school board, the 

more restrictive the contract, and the higher the percentage of Republicans sitting on a 

school board, the less constrictive the contract.  School board members may have 

misrepresented union strength, which could have compromised the validity of the study; 

researchers found it difficult to draw strong causal conclusions and were concerned that 

the relationship was endogenous.  This study brought politics into focus and pointed to a 

need to research how administrators distribute teaching assignments and make decisions 



 

 78 

in comparison with the strength of the union in that district. 

Provisions in collective bargaining agreements limited administrator discretion, 

though not as much as critics had previously believed.  While seniority preferences often 

existed in CBAs, they did not in actuality greatly restrict administrators’ flexibility in 

making teaching assignments (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-Lampkin, 2007; Koski & Horng, 

2007; Strunk & Grissom, 2010).  A study considering CBAs and district policies as 

factors in teaching assignment distribution is needed to further understand how CBAs, 

district policies, and seniority preferences (formally or informally) affect teaching 

assignments.  Further, a qualitative study might examine whether teachers and 

administrators perceive seniority, district policies, and CBAs to affect teaching 

assignment distribution. 

Summary.  The literature on teacher assignment distribution revealed 

connections to retention and attrition (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Brummet & Gershenson, 

2012; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Loeb et al., 2012), 

testing (Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014), and collective 

bargaining agreements and district policies (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-Lampkin, 2007; 

Koski & Horng, 2007; Strunk & Grissom, 2010).  This body of literature demonstrated a 

clear need for a qualitative study on the teaching assignment distribution process in order 

for researchers to understand the structure of the process, the implications of the process 

on teachers and administrators, and the power relations that might influence the process.   

Leadership  

 Teaching assignment and teacher retention are topics that are inextricably linked 

to leadership.  Power relations and decision making are inherent in research on school 
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leadership.  These connections illustrated a need for review of the literature on the 

uniqueness of high school leadership, power in education, and power and decision 

making as they relate to leadership.  Researchers have examined the uniqueness of 

leadership at the secondary level, including the expanding role of secondary school 

administrators (Rayfield & Diamantes, 2004) and the specific best practices of successful 

high school principals (Crum & Sherman, 2008).  Empowerment of teachers, teacher 

involvement in shared decision making, and careful use of power could improve teacher 

retention (Blase & Blase, 2004; Jackson, 2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; 

Overton, 2009; Ryan & Rottman, 2009).  Studies drawing explicit connections between 

teacher retention, teaching assignment, and leadership would fill a gap in the literature 

and provide recommendations for improving the teaching assignment process in order to 

increase teacher retention rates. 

 Uniqueness of high school leadership.  High school varies significantly in a 

number of ways from elementary and middle school.  Scheduling and teaching 

assignment are conducted differently, and leadership roles include different tasks.  The 

expanding role of secondary school administrators may be discouraging teachers from 

taking on administrative roles (Rayfield & Diamantes, 2004).  The departmentalized 

structure of high schools creates subcultures that may make leadership more difficult 

(Siskin, 1991).  High school principals also utilize best practices that may differ slightly 

from those of elementary and middle school principals (Crum & Sherman, 2008; Crum, 

Sherman, & Myran, 2009; Sanzo, Sherman, & Clayton, 2011). 

Rayfield and Diamantes (2004) conducted a task analysis of secondary school 

administrator duties.  Although principals are supposed to be instructional leaders, they 
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often must choose between that and managerial tasks, and their responsibilities continue 

to grow.  In addition to instructional leader, roles may include disciplinarian and budget 

and facilities manager (Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, Orr, & Cohen, 2007; 

Davis, Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005).  Researchers identified 25 

duties of secondary school principals, including assignment of faculty to courses, 

development of a master schedule, developing cooperative relationships, and various 

other duties related to school safety and facilities management, budgeting, student issues, 

parent and community relations, teacher evaluation, teacher hiring, state and federal 

mandates, and teacher contracts.  The researchers point to this expanding list as a reason 

many teachers do not choose to become administrators.   

This article included a short but supportive literature review on the changing 

duties of administrators.  Rayfield and Diamantes’s (2004) inclusion of a panel of 

experts—administrators as well as colleagues in their educational administration and 

supervision program—served to shore up the content and construct validity of their 

survey items; however, very little detail was included regarding implications and 

recommendations from the study.  This research supported previous research and 

examined whether various administrative duties included in case studies and textbooks 

were actually part of principals’ jobs.  The article lacked a comparison between duties 

listed in case studies and textbooks and the duties provided by the focus group but 

provided a guideline for future research on the role of the principal.   

In a large project on best practices in leadership in K-12 schools, researchers 

conducted three similar studies across school levels to find that best practices in 

educational leadership vary slightly by school level.  Crum et al. (2009) conducted an 
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inductive exploratory study of 12 successful elementary school principals in Virginia.  

Success was defined as schools that met state accreditation standards and federal (AYP) 

standards and had principals in at least their third year in the position.  Researchers found 

common themes of practice of effective elementary school leaders were “leadership with 

data; honesty and relationships; fostering ownership and collaboration; recognizing and 

developing leadership; and instructional awareness and involvement” (p. 48).   

Crum et al. (2009) conducted a careful study with practical implications for 

administrators.  Researchers constructed a strong literature review in this article 

connecting the principalship to the current climate of accountability.  The interview 

protocol was developed according to the theoretical framework and included as an 

appendix.  Data collection and analysis were described in detail, and findings were 

explained based around the four core principles from the theoretical framework.  The 

researchers made relevant recommendations based on their findings.  Overall, this was a 

strong study, though research questions could have been included in the article. 

In another of the three studies on best practices of principals, Sanzo et al. (2011) 

conducted an inductive exploratory study of 10 successful middle school principals in 

Virginia in the third phase of a “larger project that examined successful K-12 principals.  

The first study explored the practices of high school principals, followed by a subsequent 

study on elementary principals” (p. 34).  All schools met state accreditation standards and 

federal (AYP) standards, and had principals in at least their third year as principal.  Data 

were coded using an open coding, constant comparison process until category saturation 

was reached.  Common themes of best practices for principals at the middle school level 

were “sharing leadership; facilitating professional development; leading with an 
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instructional orientation; and acting openly and honestly” (p. 31).   

This study by Sanzo et al. (2011) was methodologically strong, with a solid 

literature review focused on accountability and the principal’s impact on student 

achievement and a detailed description of the data analysis process.  It was unclear how 

the interview protocol was developed—the researchers called it a standardized interview 

guide—though it was included as an appendix.  General demographic information only 

was provided to protect the confidentiality of those principals involved in the study.  

Findings were grouped into the same categories as the previous study, with supportive 

quotations and evidence provided from the interviews.  The implications included 

recommendations for important further research including investigating any theory to 

practice gaps in educational leadership preparation programs and conducting a similar 

study with central office administration.  This study was important in illustrating how 

effective middle school principals achieve success in an accountability-driven 

environment.   

In the high school level study on best practices of principals, Crum and Sherman 

(2008) conducted an inductive, exploratory study of 12 purposefully selected successful 

high school principals from Virginia.  Successful schools were defined as those who met 

state accreditation standards and federal (AYP) standards.  All 12 principals were in at 

least their third year as principal at their schools.  Researchers conducted one-hour semi-

structured interviews using a guide developed from “Leithwood et al. (2004, 2005, 2006) 

framework for core practices of educational leaders” (p. 566).  Data were coded and 

analyzed to develop themes of core leadership practices.  Researchers found six common 

practices of effective high schools principals: “developing personnel and facilitating 
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leadership, responsible delegation and empowering the team, recognizing ultimate 

accountability, communicating and rapport, facilitating instruction, and managing 

change” (p. 562).   

While some of these practices overlapped across school levels, several were high-

school specific, including developing personnel and facilitating leadership, responsible 

delegation and empowering the team, and managing change (Crum & Sherman, 2008).  

These themes relate to the encouragement of teacher leadership, empowering assistant 

principals, and building buy-in for genuine educational change.  Crum and Sherman 

(2008) stated, “echoed throughout the findings was the need for principals to understand 

their staff, encourage them, and empower the individuals within the school.  This was 

done by establishing a positive rapport with the staff and utilizing sound communication 

principles” (p. 576).  They believed that a failure to communicate led to a breakdown of 

the system.  While some of these findings were apparent across school levels, several 

practices were unique to high school principals. 

Crum and Sherman (2008) made a strong case for the gap in the literature that 

their study filled; they found a lack of empirical research on successful principal practices 

post-NCLB.  Although the research questions were not included, the purpose of the study 

was clear.  The interview questions and rationale were well explained, and data collection 

and analysis steps were described in detail.  Findings were categorized into several core 

leadership practices and supported with rich evidence from the interviews.  This study 

helped to define effective school leadership practices in an era of accountability.  The 

researchers made multiple suggestions for practical use of the themes they found in 

leadership preparation programs and with established school leaders.  This study’s 
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findings could act as a framework for future studies.   

Siskin (1991) conducted a case study of two core departments in a single school 

in California to investigate whether departmental or disciplinary differences existed.  She 

then used a survey to see if findings were unique.  She stated, “high schools are 

fundamentally different structures from elementary schools, and one key anatomical 

difference is their departmentalized differentiation of specialized teachers” (p. 136).  This 

study revealed connections to teaching assignment; Siskin commented, “most striking is 

the degree to which department chairs report significant control over what courses are 

offered, what content they include, and who gets to teach them—divisions that are critical 

to the professional lives of the teachers within departments” (pp. 155-156).  The English 

chair interviewed did not know whether scheduling procedures were the same in other 

departments as in her own.  Siskin found  

the emerging portrait matches neither the image of insulated teachers in isolated 

classrooms nor the vision of teachers united through clear and shared goals under 

the instructional leadership of a single principal.  Instead, teachers are bound 

together around a wide variety of common tasks and interests, linked in varying 

ways to a wide spectrum of external associations and constituencies, and actively 

engaged in making sense of competing, and sometimes conflicting, demands. (p. 

154)  

 

This study was methodologically sound, though research questions and interview 

protocols were not included.  While this study was not generalizable because of its single 

school site, Siskin (1991) provided a unique look at departments in high schools as 

distinct subcultures within a school—a topic that had not previously been examined.  She 

made clear points about the uniqueness of high schools and the difficulty of 

administrative tasks related to the departmentalized structure of high schools.   

When examining the teaching assignment distribution process at the secondary 
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level, it will be important to consider how high school varies from elementary and middle 

school.  Secondary school administrators have many duties, and their tasks and 

responsibilities are expanding (Rayfield & Diamantes, 2004).  Teaching assignment is 

but one small part of a secondary school administrator’s job.  In addition, 

communication, relationships, and teacher leadership were key to success for high school 

principals (Crum & Sherman, 2008) who also need to learn to work with or around the 

departmentalized structure and subcultures in their schools (Siskin, 1991).  These 

techniques could all come into play in the teaching assignment process. 

Power.  Power is an important component of the literature on educational 

leadership and decision making, and this concept connects to the theoretical framework 

being employed in this study.  Critical theory focuses on who has power, who may use 

power, and to what ends.  Many researchers have proposed various definitions of power, 

types of power, and bases of power.  In addition, they have connected power to 

organizational decision making and organizational politics.  This section will examine 

several theories and definitions of power, after which literature on power in education 

and power and decision making will be discussed. 

French and Raven (1959/2011) defined power as potential influence that could 

result from an intentional act by a social agent or the passive presence of that social 

agent.  They identified five bases of power: referent, expert, reward, coercive, and 

legitimate.  Reward power’s basis was the ability to reward, based on the person’s 

perception that the social agent could provide the reward.  Coercive power stemmed from 

the person’s expectation of punishment for noncompliance.  Legitimate power came from 

the person’s internalized values that the social agent had a right to influence him or her. 
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Referent power sprung from the desire of the person to act or be like the social agent, and 

expert power arose from the person’s perception of the social agent’s expertness.   

According to Mintzberg (1983/2011), bases of power included control of a 

resource, a technical skill, an essential and irreplaceable body of knowledge, formal 

power, and access to those in power.   He viewed organizational behavior as a power 

game built on influencers who attempted to use power to control decisions and actions.  

He believed members could pursue loyalty, exit, or voice, and the pursuit of voice—any 

attempt to change the organization—turned participants into influencers.  An influencer 

required a source or basis of power, expenditure of energy, and political skill, or the 

ability to use bases of power effectively.  External influencers included owners, 

associates, employee associations, publics, and directors.  Internal influencers included 

chief executive officers, operators, line managers, analysts of the technostructure, support 

staff, and the organizational ideology.  

Pfeffer (1981/2011) connected power to decision making, arguing that power was 

context specific, a structural phenomenon created by division of labor and 

departmentation that was difficult to measure and operationalize and could be legitimated 

to become authority.  Organizational politics involved activities taken “to acquire, 

develop, and use power and other resources to obtain one’s preferred outcomes in a 

situation in which there is uncertainty or dissensus about choice” (p. 280).  He outlined 

models of decision making: in the political model, the actors with the greatest power 

would reap the greatest reward.   

In looking at power relations in schools, it will be important to take these basic 

theories and definitions of power into account in order to consider the different sets of 
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power relations in schools: teacher power, administrator power, and external power.  All 

of these sets of power relations may factor into the administrative distribution of teaching 

assignments in some way.  The language proposed by these theorists will enable a better 

understanding of power relations in schools.  In addition, the use of these concepts 

surrounding organizational power will enable an application of Bourdieu’s concepts of 

misrecognition and social capital in a more clearly defined manner.  

 Power in education.  Hallett (2007) pointed out, “most of the research on power 

in schools focuses on teacher-student relations (Hemmings 2003; Pace 2003; Hurn 1985), 

and there is surprisingly little research on actual administrator-teacher interactions” (p. 

150).  The literature on power in education examined the dimensions of power and how 

they affected teachers (Brosky, 2011; Overton, 2009), the misuse of power including 

workplace bullying (Blase & Blase, 2004), the hierarchy of power (Finley, 1984) 

including connections to the teaching assignment process (Kalogrides et al., 2013), and 

power relations between teachers and administrators (Shen & Xia, 2012).  More research 

is needed on teacher-administrator power relations in order to fully understand how 

power functions in schools.     

 Overton (2009) studied how change and power affected early childhood teachers 

in Tasmania.  She found three dimensions of power affected teachers: power imposed on 

teachers, empowerment of teachers, and disempowerment.  This critical case study of 

eight teachers connected power to change and to teachers’ identities.  Each teacher was 

interviewed twice in regards to variations in literacy teaching.  Data were analyzed using 

narrative, grounded theory, and discourse analytic approaches.  Power was imposed by 

policy, administrators, and research; findings in this area included “specific incidents 
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where power was imposed on these teachers, or their colleagues, through the direct 

actions of the principal or senior staff.  This had distinct repercussions for how some 

teachers perceived themselves and their role” (p. 2).  Devaluing, lack of resources, and 

lack of administrative and system support caused disempowerment.  Undervaluing was 

seen as a form of control, and teachers were unable to separate their feelings of 

professional worth from their feelings of personal worth.  Teachers were empowered by 

voluntary transfer, involvement in professional organizations, length of teaching 

experience, professional development encouraging themselves and others, and having a 

voice in decision-making processes.  

 Overton (2009) discussed the implications of her findings: disempowerment could 

lead to teachers leaving the profession, as could a low level of job satisfaction that might 

result from these power relationships.  In some cases, “opportunities for teacher 

involvement in decision making were tightly controlled by senior staff, and decisions 

made by teachers were sometimes undermined in later actions by senior staff.  

Teachers…had become cynical about the extent of their potential for authentic 

involvement” (p. 6).  Student learning might also be negatively affected as a result of 

teachers’ feelings due to these power relationships.  Overton believed powerlessness “can 

impinge on their [teachers’] sense of efficacy, compromise their professional integrity, 

challenge them to the point of breaking, silence their professional voices, and force them 

towards early retirement and premature career changes” (p. 8).  Teachers who felt 

disempowered also experienced self-doubt.  This article was important in that it directly 

addressed the effects of power on teachers through educational change and drew a 

connection between power issues and teacher retention.  A study examining how these 
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power issues come into play in the teaching assignment process would further expand 

this area of the literature.   

Finley (1984) conducted an ethnographic study at a suburban high school to 

examine how teacher tracking contributed to social reproduction.  She conducted her 

analysis through the teachers’ voices, but confirmed a tracking problem at the school that 

had continued for thirteen years: teacher preferences were for college-bound, highly 

motivated students who were typically White and middle-class.  Finley (1984) found  

lacking group purpose in the face of diverse and difficult teaching tasks, they 

compete among themselves for the more rewarding tasks.  In this process, they 

construct an occupational hierarchy based upon the apparent virtues that win the 

rewards they prize.  Their efforts to secure status in this hierarchy shape and 

maintain tracking.  Tracking, in turn, has its impact upon their sense of 

competence and career satisfaction; teachers themselves become tracked. (p. 242) 

 

Finley pointed out that it was teachers’ needs that created and structured this tracking 

system.  While much has changed in education since Finley conducted this study, many 

of the same concerns exist in today’s system in the United States.  The researcher taught 

in this school’s English department for five years and returned two years later to 

interview the nineteen teachers in her former department.  Her reflexivity limited the 

validity of this study, yet the findings were important to frame the small body of literature 

on teacher tracking.  Her study included teacher voices, but administrators’ voices were 

almost entirely absent, leaving a gap for a study on the teaching assignment process that 

demonstrated administrators’ perspectives. 

 Brosky (2011) conducted a mixed methods study on the micropolitics of teacher 

leadership, including influencing factors and consequences of teacher leaders’ 

interactions with others in their schools.  Teacher leaders in a program designed to 

develop leadership skills responded to the Teacher Leader Questionnaire; 149 of the 400 
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teacher leaders who were involved in the program responded to the questionnaire.  The 

questionnaire was based on a political skill inventory and an Influences Subscales 

instrument for which validity had been reported in previous studies.  Nine teacher leaders 

were selected based on their responses for open-ended interviews.  The researcher used 

purposeful random sampling.  Quantitative tests included a paired samples t-test and 

multiple linear regression analyses.  Brosky utilized intermethod mixing to code and 

combine the open-ended questionnaire responses and interview data with the quantitative 

analyses.  Brosky did not explain his coding procedures nor did he include his statistical 

results or his interview protocol.  His research would be more credible if a table of results 

had been included and if intermethod mixing had been more clearly explained.   

 Brosky (2011) found teacher leaders experienced resentment from colleagues who 

perceived undue influence over the principal.  In addition, “respondents observed that a 

principals’ inability to give up power had a direct effect on whether teacher leadership 

emerged and was sustained within schools.  The traditional hierarchical structure of the 

school where initiatives are solely dictated by the principal adversely affected teacher 

leadership” (p. 7).  Politically skilled teacher leaders generally avoided influence attempts 

involving confrontation, circumventing the chain of command, seeking help from others 

to persuade, or quid pro quo arrangements when attempting upward and lateral influence.  

Teacher leaders in the study described positive and negative forms of power and 

influence in schools, including “providing advice, developing confidence and trust, 

understanding and interpreting the school’s culture, developing relationships, and 

counteracting negative influences,” and “teachers that are part of alliances who influence 

each other with negativity, bullies, and those who use influence to advance personal 
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agendas” (p. 7).  Brosky claimed, “each group within the organization has a different 

view of who has the formal power (authority), who has the informal power (influence), or 

who should have the power to make organizational decisions” (p. 2).  Brosky stated that 

strong relationships are the most powerful asset of teacher leaders.  This study focused 

specifically on teacher leaders and their ability to influence colleagues.  A study focused 

on the power-based interactions between teachers and administrators would extend these 

findings.  

In a study connecting teacher sorting to demographics, Kalogrides et al. (2013) 

found that at both elementary and secondary levels, less experienced, minority, and 

female teachers were given lower achieving students than more experienced, White, and 

male teachers.  In addition, teachers in leadership positions and teachers who attended 

more competitive universities were assigned higher achieving students.  Kalogrides et al. 

(2013) researched teacher characteristics and teacher sorting using the basic regression 

adjustment approach with the Miami-Dade County Public Schools admin files for the 

2003-2011 school years, student test scores (FCAT) and demographic info, course-level 

data linking students to each teacher each year, and a survey of 6,800 teachers from 

spring 2008.  They tested whether systematic assignment differed across schools, 

checked racial matching, and examined the relationship between teacher race and gender 

and class assignments.  Researchers explained that teachers value specific course 

assignments over others “based on subject, grade, and average student ability level of the 

students they enroll (Donaldson and Johnson 2010; Finley 1984; Neild and Farley-Ripple 

2008)” (p. 106).  Kalogrides et al. (2013) cited studies by Finley (1984) and Cohen-Vogel 

and Osborne-Lampkin (2007), which found that new teachers received challenging 



 

 92 

assignments until they became more assertive and that “principals may give their best 

teachers the most desirable class assignments as a retention strategy” (p. 106).  In regards 

to power, they claimed, “teachers’ position in the status hierarchy of the school may play 

a role in the assignment process” (p. 119). 

While these findings had important implications for education, Kalogrides et al. 

(2013) made some assumptions about the correlation between achievement and absences, 

in addition to simply using math achievement to represent student achievement level.  

The teaching assignment process is not the same at elementary and secondary levels, so it 

may not be as simple as these researchers make it to generalize these findings across 

school levels.  They made the assumption that the principal played a role in distributing 

teaching assignments, but that has not always been the case, especially in high schools.  

Although Kalogrides et al. (2013) studied teacher characteristics and their relation to 

teaching assignment, this quantitative study did not examine teachers’ perceptions of the 

process or administrators’ descriptions of how they conduct the assignment process; 

rather, the researchers looked at the relationship between teacher gender, race, and class 

assignments.  Teacher and administrator voices were not included in the study.  They 

stated, “teachers in more powerful positions—that is, those with more experience or those 

who hold teacher-leader positions—may be better positioned to obtain their desired 

teaching assignments” (Kalogrides et al., 2013, p. 106); this leaves the door open for a 

qualitative study on the teaching assignment process that includes the component of 

power relations.  Again, there have been evident weaknesses in quantitative research on 

teaching assignment, especially when researchers use simplistic methods to measure 

student achievement or teacher quality.  A qualitative study is needed to expand the body 
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of literature and reveal the decision-making process used by administrators when 

assigning courses to teachers. 

 In a study on the misuse of power, Blase and Blase (2004) reviewed literature and 

their own research on bullying and workplace mistreatment in education.  Specifically, 

they focused on principals’ misuse of power and mistreatment of teachers.  Bullying was 

generally defined as related to a power imbalance.  They were the first researchers to 

examine this topic in the area of educational administration, making this an important 

literature review.  They outlined the many different definitions of workplace 

mistreatment as well as the multiple negative effects of such mistreatment on physical 

and mental wellbeing and work performance.  Blase and Blase’s qualitative study of 50 

teachers who had been mistreated by their principals for six months to nine years 

revealed many behaviors that were harmful to teachers.  Principal mistreatment 

“damaged in-school relationships, damaged classrooms, and frequently impaired all-

school decision making,” in addition to causing “severe psychological/emotional 

problems, including chronic fear, anxiety, anger, and depression; a range of 

physical/physiological problems; and adverse personal outcomes” for teachers (p. 253).  

The inability of administrators to manage their anger was often a source of teacher 

mistreatment.  These authors brought together much of the literature on power and abuse 

in other fields as well as their own research in order to recommend that principal 

preparation programs explicitly discuss principal mistreatment of teachers so that it could 

be prevented.  This was a significant article that made the case for further research related 

to power relations between teachers and administrators. 

 In another study on power in education, Shen and Xia (2012) used hierarchical 
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linear modeling with the 1999-2000 SASS to determine whether power relations between 

teachers and administrators were a win-win situation or a zero-sum game.  They defined 

zero-sum as “a situation in which a gain in the principals’ power results in a loss in 

teachers’ power or a gain in teachers’ power leads to a loss in the principals’ power,” or 

“a negative correlation between the principals’ and teachers’ power” (p. 154).   In 

contrast, “in a win-win situation the power pie is not fixed, but expandable,” so that 

individuals gain power simultaneously (p. 155).   Researchers hypothesized that power 

relations between teachers and principals would vary based on the decision-making areas 

studied.  The sample consisted of 42,086 traditional public school teachers and 8,524 

traditional public school principals.  The seven decision-making areas from the SASS 

studied were “(a) setting performance standards, (b) establishing curriculum, (c) 

determining the content of in-service professional development programmes, (d) 

evaluating teachers, (e) hiring new full-time teachers, (f) setting discipline policy, and (g) 

deciding how the school budget will be spent” (p. 158).   

 Shen and Xia (2012) found that win-win was evident more often in elementary 

schools than in secondary schools, but which situation was employed varied depending 

on the area of decision making and the school level.   For all areas studied except 

“evaluate teachers,” there was “a statistically significant, positive relationship between 

principals’ power and teachers’ school-level power; the significant, positive coefficients 

indicate that these areas are characterized by the win-win theory,” meaning that 

“teachers’ school-level power increases as principals’ school-level power increases” (p. 

164).  The power relationship between principal and teachers was significantly negative 

for “evaluate teachers (𝛾01 = -0.032, t = -2.004, p = 0.045) which suggests that the 
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practice of ‘evaluate teachers’ is characterized by the zero-sum-game theory—with an 

increase of principals’ power in ‘evaluate teachers’, teachers’ power in this area 

decreases” (p. 164).  This was the only area of the seven decision-making areas studied 

where the power relationship was considered zero-sum.  When they examined elementary 

and secondary schools separately, they found that win-win was characteristic of five of 

the seven areas in elementary schools but only two areas in secondary schools.  

Researchers pointed to the fact that these theories have rarely been examined empirically, 

making a strong case for their study to fill a gap in the literature.  They also gave a 

thorough explanation as to why the SASS was an appropriate dataset for this study, 

allowing them to control for teacher and school characteristics.  This quantitative study 

revealed new evidence as to the ways in which teachers and administrators experience 

power relations.  A qualitative study examining power relations between teachers and 

administers would help to flesh out their perceptions of power relations and hierarchies in 

schools. 

 The literature on power in education addressed multiple topics, including the use 

and misuse of power, the micropolitics of schools, hierarchies and the distribution of 

power in schools, and power and teaching assignments.  Most of the literature did not 

specifically examine teacher-administrator interactions through the lens of power.  More 

research is needed in this area in order to better comprehend the way power functions as a 

force of influence on both teachers and administrators.  

 Power and decision making.  Multiple researchers have analyzed the decision-

making process of leaders in regards to teaching assignment (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; 

Clotfelter et al., 2005).  Other researchers have investigated teacher influence over 
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policies though participative decision making initiated by school leadership (Jackson, 

2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008).  Several researchers explicitly connected the concept of 

power to decision making, examining how teachers and administrators perceive power 

relations and hierarchies in schools (Noel et al., 2008; Ryan & Rottman, 2009).  Shared 

decision making and empowerment of teachers were associated with teacher retention 

(Jackson, 2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008), though administrative attempts 

to reduce hierarchies and be more inclusive might fail (Ryan & Rottman, 2009).  

In a small qualitative study, Carlyon and Fisher (2012) explored factors that 

inform elementary principals’ decision making in teaching assignments.  They 

interviewed eight elementary school principals in New Zealand and examined the data for 

patterns and themes.  They found that principals practiced authentic leadership, 

considering teacher needs, teacher knowledge of students’ learning, and teachers’ 

knowledge of pedagogy.  The themes they discovered from their data were principals’ 

strategic thinking, the process, team dynamics, tacit knowledge, and developing teachers 

and growing leaders.  Although the sample used different sized schools and included 

principals with varied amounts of administrative experience, researchers still found 

common themes.  This study purported to explore teaching assignment distribution; 

however, the researchers could have elaborated further on the decision-making and 

teaching assignment distribution process.  The study’s small sample size and location 

kept it from being generalizable.  In addition, one research question seemed to assume 

answers to the first research question, and questions from interviews were not all listed, 

so it was difficult to assess their validity.  Cultural context may matter in interpretation of 

findings.  Although the study was limited in scope and generalizability, it provided a 
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qualitative lens that revealed the voices of teachers and administrators.  A study of the 

decision-making process in a secondary school in the United States would expand on this 

research.   

In a large quantitative study, Clotfelter et al. (2005) utilized a dataset from NC 

Department of Public Instruction and calculated probabilities through descriptive 

regressions in a study on teacher sorting to examine the exposure to novice teachers as a 

contributor to the achievement gap.  This study connected administrative decision making 

to teaching assignments for novice teachers and made recommendations for the process.  

Researchers discovered that novice teachers were distributed among schools and 

classrooms in ways that disadvantaged Black students.  If a staff consisted of teachers of 

varied ability, in order to maximize student learning, researchers posited that the principal 

“should place a disproportionate number of difficult-to-teach students in classrooms with 

the high-quality teachers.  This prediction follows directly from the assumption that high-

quality teachers have a comparative advantage in teaching hard-to-educate students” (p. 

383).  If all teachers were the same quality, the principal would “maximize student 

learning by mixing students of different types in each classroom, rather than separating 

them” (p. 383).  Researchers also examined pressure from parents and from teachers 

reluctant to accept certain assignments, creating models to describe how administrators 

might distribute the best teachers to the students who were the easiest to teach because of 

such pressures.  This study pointed to the need for a study examining how administrators 

distribute teaching assignments and whether they take parent and teacher preferences into 

account. 

In a quantitative study on shared decision making, Leech and Fulton (2008) 
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explored faculty perceptions of shared decision making through the Leadership Practices 

Inventory and Shared Educational Decisions Survey-Revised.  These surveys included 

646 participants from 26 secondary schools in a large urban district.  Researchers carried 

out Pearson product-moment correlations, multiple regressions, and one sample and 

independent sample t-tests.  They used frequency and percentage to analyze demographic 

data.  Researchers found 34 significant relationships between leadership behaviors of 

principals and the level of shared decision making, but correlations were weak.  They 

also discovered another weak correlation: teachers perceived that they had greater input 

into school policy decisions when the principal engaged in risk taking behavior.  Leech 

and Fulton speculated that correlations could have been weak due to other elements that 

influence decision making.  In addition, the school district’s organizational structure may 

have had more influence on decision-making culture than principals’ leadership practices.  

These researchers made an assumption that schools will become learning organizations in 

the future, but this was unsupported by any specifically cited sources.  These findings 

supported those of Carlyon and Fisher (2012) regarding authentic leadership and point 

again to the need for a qualitative study of the teaching assignment process at the 

secondary level. 

Like Leech and Fulton (2008), Jackson (2012) examined the link between 

principal and teacher influence over teacher turnover and school policy.  He utilized the 

1999-2000 SASS and TFS, including over 35,000 teachers, and conducted multinomial 

logistic regressions.  Jackson (2012) found that an increase in teacher influence over 

school policy was associated with higher job stability.  An increase in principal influence 

was associated with a higher frequency of teacher attrition.  The researcher did not fully 



 

 99 

define “influence over policy” and leadership styles and theories were not tested, limiting 

the validity of this study.  Although leadership theories were discussed, the researcher did 

not fully include them in his research.  This study supported Carlyon and Fisher’s (2012) 

findings on authentic leadership and further connected teacher influence over policy with 

higher teacher retention rates. 

 Because decision making “plays a crucial role in teacher empowerment and 

strengthening as well as increasing teacher effectiveness (Short, 1996, 1998),” Noel et al. 

(2008) investigated the views of secondary school principals and teachers regarding site-

based decision making, especially perceptions of how site-based decision making 

influenced their school climate, culture, and teacher empowerment (p. 51).  They selected 

six principals and six teachers from differently sized high and low performing schools in 

Texas.  Data included interviews and field notes; researchers used constant comparison to 

find categories in the data.   

 Emergent themes found in the study included “collaborative input, voice, 

empowerment, negative power, acceptance and dissatisfaction” (Noel et al., 2008, p. 53).  

Principals perceived their committees received greater input into decisions than teachers 

did.  Some principals described faking it by going through the motions of the process, 

while others felt the process increased teacher buy-in for new programs.  In regards to the 

influence of the decision-making committees on the decision-making process, teachers 

could become empowered through their participation in site-based decision making, but 

some principals mentioned teachers who had hidden agendas and tried to block new 

programs (referred to as negative power by the researchers).  Some principals and 

teachers said that the school culture was accepting of the process, while others saw 
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dissatisfaction in their buildings.  Similar to Blase and Blase’s (2004) recommendations 

for educational leadership programs, Noel et al. (2008) believed that “sharing decision 

making involves sharing power and, as such, should involve disagreements.  Dealing 

with conflict in a professional way that builds the school community may require 

specialized training on the part of principals” (p. 59).  The small sample size prevented 

results from being generalizable.  This study did not fully answer all the research 

questions in a detailed way, nor did the authors attempt to draw conclusions regarding 

differences or similarities between high and low performing schools or school size.  A 

study on how power factors into decision making in secondary schools would expand this 

research and might yield more focused and detailed results. 

 Ryan and Rottman (2009) studied how administration attempted to include school 

stakeholders in decision-making processes through inclusive communication, making 

connections to power in education.  This two-part study included interviews with 30 

principals and case studies; this article focused on one of the case studies of a secondary 

school.  Researchers analyzed data using the constant comparative method to find four 

major themes.  They found that administrators failed to foster democratic and inclusive 

practices despite their efforts in establishing rapport, making themselves visible, and 

undoing exclusionary hierarchies.  In the end, administrators ended up “bypassing 

democratic options and drawing on the hierarchical power associated with the 

bureaucratic system in which they work” (p. 473).  One teacher stated, “the 

administrators try very hard to be on the same level with the staff…so I don’t think there 

is a threat because of their status or because of their position” (pp. 485-486).  Another 

teacher found that the attempt by administration to reduce hierarchies made it easier for 
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teachers to communicate with them.  

 Despite the efforts of the administration to reduce hierarchies and the positive 

feedback from teachers and parents, Ryan and Rottman (2009) found “the administration 

is also preoccupied with controlling what goes on in the school, and as a consequence, 

relies on the power bequeathed it in the entrenched hierarchy to achieve this end” (p. 

486).  One teacher described how power was not always associated with a position but 

with other elements like experience; however, administrative positional power was still 

sufficient to alter teacher behavior.  This study provided a different perspective on power 

and decision making, specifically focusing on inclusive communication and democratic 

practices.  The authors explained how the data were analyzed but could have discussed 

their methods in more detail.  A study focused on power relations and hierarchy between 

teachers and administrators through the teaching assignment process would provide 

another perspective on this topic through a different site-based process in schools.   

 The literature on power and decision making drew clear connections to 

educational leadership, teaching assignment, teacher empowerment, school hierarchies, 

and teacher retention and attrition.  The teaching assignment process involves decision 

making by school leaders and by teachers (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; Clotfelter et al., 

2005; Jackson, 2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008) and therefore may be 

influenced by hierarchies and power relations in a school building (Ryan & Rottman, 

2009).  Psychological contract, trust, and communication and transparency could be seen 

as important to decision-making processes in schools and may influence teachers’ 

perceptions of power relations with administrators.  A study of the teaching assignment 

process including examination of power relations between teachers and administrators 
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would add to this body of literature.   

 Summary.  The literature on leadership included connections to power (French & 

Raven, 1959/2011; Mintzberg, 1983/2011; Pfeffer, 1981/2011), power in education 

(Blase & Blase, 2004; Brosky, 2011; Finley, 1984; Kalogrides et al., 2013; Overton, 

2009; Shen & Xia, 2012), decision making (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; Clotfelter et al., 

2005; Jackson, 2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; Ryan & Rottman, 2009), 

and the unique qualities of high school leadership (Crum & Sherman, 2008; Rayfield & 

Diamantes, 2004).  The ways in which teachers are involved in decision making as well 

as how power relations function in a school may influence teachers’ career decisions 

(Jackson, 2012; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009).  The research on power relations 

between teachers and administrators, shared decision making, and best practices of high 

school leadership are important in order to study and understand the teaching assignment 

process in a high school.  This review of literature on leadership revealed a gap in regards 

to how power relations might influence decision making during the teaching assignment 

process.  A study examining teachers and administrators’ perceptions of power relations 

and the process of teaching assignment distribution would fill a gap in this body of 

literature. 

Tools 

One common tool used by researchers in the teacher retention and attrition body 

of literature was the Schools and Staffing Survey.  The Census Bureau has collected 

information through the Schools and Staffing Survey (SASS) for the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) “from a random sample of schools stratified by state, 

public/private sector, and school level” since 1987; it is considered “the largest, most 
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extensive survey of K-12 school districts, schools, teachers, and administrators in the 

USA” (Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 2011, p. 375).  It consists of four separate questionnaires for 

schools, teachers, principals, and school districts designed to analyze “teacher demand, 

teacher and principal characteristics, general conditions in schools, principals’ and 

teachers’ perceptions of school climate and problems in their schools, teacher 

compensation, district hiring and retention practices, to basic characteristics of the 

student population” (“Schools and Staffing Survey,” n.d.).  The Teacher Follow-up 

Survey (TFS) was implemented to determine how many teachers studied in the SASS 

stayed at their schools, moved to different schools, or left teaching during the year 

following the SASS administration (“Schools and Staffing Survey,” n.d.).  Researchers of 

teacher retention utilized these surveys due to their comprehensive nature, their large 

random sample of teachers, and their convenience of use.  There were various limitations 

to this survey including its inability to objectively measure teacher quality, leading 

researchers to use various pieces of the data to function as measures of teacher quality.  

This dataset failed to indicate a difference between voluntary and involuntary turnover, 

creating a validity problem for studies that focused on retention, attrition, and turnover 

through the SASS-TFS.     

Conclusion 

 Nearly 75% of the empirical studies on teacher retention and attrition examined in 

this literature review were quantitative and nearly one-third of those quantitative studies 

used the Schools and Staffing Survey and Teacher Follow-up Survey datasets (Feng, 

2010; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 2011; Grissom & Keiser, 2011; Hancock & Scherff, 

2010; Jackson, 2012; Kelly, 2004; Tickle et al., 2011; Ware & Kitsantas, 2007).  Few of 



 

 104 

these quantitative studies were conducted longitudinally, limiting their validity and 

generalizability.  Many of these studies addressed broad topics such as working 

conditions or job satisfaction but failed to look at small school-level factors that 

influenced teacher turnover that might be simple to put into policy in order to increase 

retention rates (Boyd et al., 2011; Brown & Wynn, 2007; Brown & Wynn, 2009; Cha & 

Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter et al., 2008; Donaldson, 2013; Gardner, 2010; Grissom, 

2011; Horng, 2009; Loeb et al., 2012; Loeb et al., 2005; Scafidi et al., 2007; Ware & 

Kitsantas, 2007).  Overall, these studies found positive correlations between job 

satisfaction, teacher efficacy, and teaching assignments to teacher retention rates.  A 

qualitative study examining teaching assignment would illuminate how and why 

administrators distribute teaching assignments and reveal the power structures that could 

be at play in the process.  Such a study would describe the lived experiences and 

perceptions of teachers and administrators around the process of teaching assignment 

distribution, enabling an improvement of the process to improve teacher retention rates. 

 There was a lack of qualitative research on teacher retention and its contributing 

factors.  Researchers pointed to the importance of teaching assignments in teacher 

retention and attrition (Andrews & Quinn, 2004; Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 

2010; Gardner, 2010; Loeb et al., 2012) but did not analyze the process.  While many 

studies have connected teaching assignments to testing (Brummet & Gershenson, 2012; 

Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Osborne-Lampkin & Cohen-Vogel, 2014) and collective bargaining 

agreements and district policies (Cohen-Vogel & Osborne-Lampkin, 2007; Koski & 

Horng, 2007; Strunk & Grissom, 2010), only one study conducted in New Zealand 

specifically examined the process of teaching assignment distribution in elementary 
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schools (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012).  A few researchers posited hypotheses on methods 

involved in the teaching assignment process, but they did not specifically study how 

administrators described carrying out the process or what strategies administrators 

employed (Finley, 1984; Kalogrides et al., 2013).  The literature on leadership included 

more qualitative studies, especially in regards to power relations and decision making in 

schools (Carlyon & Fisher, 2012; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009; Ryan & Rottman, 

2009).  A small number of studies discussed the uniqueness of leadership at the high 

school level in ways that connected to teaching assignment (Crum & Sherman, 2008; 

Rayfield & Diamantes, 2004).  There were multiple gaps in these bodies of literature, 

revealing a need for a qualitative study of the teaching assignment process in secondary 

schools. 

 There is evidence to suggest that the teaching assignment process affects teacher 

career decisions and therefore teacher retention.  Understanding what administrators 

believe influences their decisions and what teachers perceive influences those decisions 

will shed light on how the teaching assignment process works and how it might affect 

teacher career decisions.  Underlying conditions that affect these factors include 

psychological contract, trust, communication, and the overall power relations between 

teachers and administrators. 

 This literature review demonstrated a clear need for an analysis of how 

administrators distribute teaching assignments at the secondary level in the United States, 

teachers’ perceptions of the process, teachers’ perceptions of how power relations might 

influence the process, and teachers and administrators’ perceptions on whether teaching 

assignments affect teacher retention.  If this complex process could be more clearly 



 

 106 

understood through the voices of teachers and administrators, researchers would be able 

to make more concrete policy recommendations for school-based administrators on 

equitable distribution of teaching assignments that would keep high-quality teachers in 

schools where they are needed.  The gaps in the literature revealed that a study of the 

process of administrative distribution of teaching assignments including both 

administrative and teacher voices was needed to understand this process and its effects on 

teachers and administrators.  I conducted a qualitative study of teachers and 

administrators at several school sites using basic interpretive design.  This study 

answered the following questions and filled gaps in the three bodies of literature 

previously discussed. 

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 How do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment process affects 

teacher retention? 

 How do teachers and administrators experience power relations as an influence 

on the teaching assignment process? 

In addition, this study helped demonstrate the intersection and interrelatedness of the 

bodies of literature on teacher attrition and retention, teaching assignment, and 

leadership. 
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Figure 1.  Conceptual and theoretical frameworks.  This figure illustrates how conceptual 

and theoretical frameworks are connected to each other, to teachers and administrators, 

and to the bodies of literature.  Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition surrounds the 

teaching assignment process, causing teachers and administrators to believe the power 

structure is legitimate.  It encircles all of their interactions.  External power in the form of 

the master schedule, central office, unions, and educational policies press down on 

administrators.  Administrators possess power and use decision making when interacting 

with teachers in the teaching assignment distribution process.  Teachers may possess 

social capital as well as power in the process.  Teachers and administrators interact in the 

teaching assignment process, creating or experiencing various degrees of trust, 

communication, transparency, and psychological contract.  The teaching assignment 
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process has an effect on teachers’ working conditions and job satisfaction, which in turn 

may result in teacher attrition or retention. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Overview 

 There is evidence to suggest that the teaching assignment process affects teacher 

career decisions and therefore teacher retention.  Understanding what administrators 

believe influences their decisions and what teachers perceive influences those decisions 

will shed light on how the teaching assignment process works and how it might affect 

teacher career decisions.  Underlying conditions that affect these factors include 

psychological contract, trust, communication, and the overall power relations between 

teachers and administrators. 

 This study examined how administrators facilitate the teaching assignment 

process, teachers’ perceptions of the process, and whether teachers and administrators 

believed the process affected teacher retention and was influenced by power relations.  

Research has shown that teaching assignments are related to teacher retention and 

attrition (Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Feng, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Ost & Schiman, 

2015).  The literature demonstrated that teachers’ perceptions of administrators had the 

greatest effect on teacher retention (Boyd et al., 2011; Gardner, 2010).  Social conditions, 

including principal leadership, school culture, and relationships with colleagues, were the 

work conditions that best predicted teachers’ job satisfaction and career decisions 

(Johnson et al., 2012).  In addition, power relations and administrative decision making in 

schools, both of which may affect the teaching assignment distribution process, affected 

teachers’ perceptions of their working conditions and could therefore affect teacher 

career decisions (Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009).  A study of this process could enable 

an improvement of the assignment distribution process to improve teacher retention rates 
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and fill several gaps in the bodies of literature on teacher retention, teaching assignment, 

and leadership.  

 I utilized basic interpretive design (Merriam, 2009) to study the process of 

teaching assignment distribution and teacher and administrator perceptions of that 

process.  I conducted semi-structured interviews of teachers and administrators to collect 

data, including ideal position, hypothetical, and interpretive questions to check my 

developing understanding and prompt both information and perspectives from 

participants (Merriam, 2009).  Thematic analysis made sense as the analytic strategy for 

this study (Bernard & Ryan, 2010) in light of the fact that the study focused on a process 

and perceptions surrounding that process.  Because data included verbatim text and rich 

narratives, data analysis consisted of several techniques recommended by Bernard and 

Ryan (2010) including repetitions, transitions, similarities and difference, and cutting and 

sorting to find basic themes.  Through cutting and sorting and the use of CAQDAS, I 

found organizing themes and then worked to find global themes that connected to my 

research questions (Attride-Stirling, 2001). 

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the process of teaching assignment 

distribution in high schools and teacher and administrator perceptions of this process.  

The assumption was that the process is generally conducted in a manner that benefits 

students but may not satisfy teachers’ preferences or desires; it may in fact create or 

perpetuate a certain power structure in schools as administrators have the final say over 

teaching assignments and some teachers may feel powerless throughout the process.  

Through an examination of the concepts of communication, transparency, and 
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psychological contract and a theoretical framework based on Bourdieu’s concepts of 

misrecognition and social capital, the data analysis identified administrators’ and 

teachers’ experiences around teaching assignment distribution.  The following research 

questions guided this study: 

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 How do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment process affects 

teacher retention? 

 How do teachers and administrators experience power relations as an influence 

on the teaching assignment process? 

My goal was to bring out the voices of teachers and administrators in regards to this 

process, to examine their perceptions of power relations’ possible influence on the 

process, and to describe the strategies and rationale used by administrators in their 

implementation of the process. 

Epistemology 

 Social constructivism is my epistemological framework for this study.  Merriam 

(2009) stated that interpretive research “assumes that reality is socially constructed, that 

is, there is no single, observable reality.  Rather, there are multiple realities, or 

interpretations, of a single event.  Researchers do not ‘find’ knowledge, they construct it” 

(pp. 8-9).  Crotty (1998) defined social constructionism as “the view that all knowledge, 

and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being 
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constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and the world, and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42).  Creswell (2013) 

defined the goal of such research as relying on participants’ views of the situation; 

researchers then create a pattern of meaning.  This study provided a voice for teachers in 

the process of teaching assignment distribution by finding patterns of meaning in their 

understanding of the process; this study examined both the complex nature of the process 

and teachers’ and administrators’ lived experiences through their socially constructed 

understandings. 

Theoretical Framework  

 I utilized a critical theory lens in this study.  Critical research in education asks 

questions about who has access to power, whose interests are being served, and who has 

the power to create change (Merriam, 2009).  Glesne (2011) found “the role of critical 

theory is to reveal and critique these distorting ideologies and the associated structures, 

mechanisms, and processes that help to keep them in place…revealing how conditions 

serve certain groups and not others” (pp. 9-10).  Administrators control the process of 

teaching assignment distribution; generally, they have the power to select and distribute 

teaching assignments and the power to change the process.  Student and staffing needs, 

staffing changes, and the master schedule all influence the process and its outcomes.  

Teachers are asked their preferences but have no power to change or alter the process or 

to change their given assignments.  Some may possess social capital, which is made up of 

social connections (Bourdieu, 1986).  Such teachers may have the ability to leverage their 

desires through this social capital—their reputation and connections to other colleagues 

in their school or district—but some teachers may only have the power to stay at or a 
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school or to leave that school.  Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition (Pajak & Green, 

2010) explains how people perceive power relations as legitimate, not seeing the true 

power structure or understanding their position within that structure.  I investigated 

whether teachers had any power or influence over this process and whether or not 

administrators and teachers contributed to and reinforced the power relations in their 

school through this process.  

Conceptual Framework 

 My conceptual framework for this study was based on psychological contract, 

trust, communication, and transparency.  Rousseau’s (1989) research on psychological 

contracts was important in understanding teachers’ expectations and reactions to breach 

of contract in the teaching assignment process.  Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998)’s 

study on trust and description of the five faces of trust helped me connect teacher trust in 

administrators to psychological contract.  Klein (2012) found transparency to be related 

to teacher trust in administrators and reduced conflict between teachers and 

administrators, while other researchers have found communication to be related to 

decreased teacher burnout and increased job satisfaction (De Nobile & McCormick, 

2008; Rajesh & Suganthi, 2013).  Although I employed mostly emic codes, this 

conceptual framework helped me create etic codes to use during data analysis. 

Research Procedures and Design 

 I conducted this study using basic qualitative design as my methodology.  

Merriam (2009) stated that researchers conducting a basic qualitative study seek to learn 

how people construct their worlds and the meaning people ascribe to their experiences.  

Maxwell (2013) stated that our understanding of the world is our own construction.  
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Basic qualitative design enabled me to understand the perceptions of teachers and 

administrators.  The primary goal of this methodology is to discover and make sense of 

people’s lived experiences (Merriam, 2009).  This methodology was therefore the best fit 

for these research questions and this proposed study. 

 Sampling.  I initially selected one large mid-Atlantic school district to study, in 

order to examine how one district conducted the teaching assignment distribution 

process.  Schools from the same district may have similar policies or philosophies in 

regards to teaching assignment distribution.  Studying sites from one district would have 

helped in exploring whether discernible patterns exist across the district or if practices are 

site-based in nature.  The selected district had 25 high schools with a wide range of racial, 

ethnic, and socioeconomic student and community makeups.  Upon applying to conduct 

research in this district, I was informed I had to choose schools in one region of the 

district only, which limited the potential number of participants.  I intended to use 

maximum variation sampling in order to understand the process of teaching assignment 

distribution across diverse schools and participants.  The district publishes statistics on 

percentage of students receiving special education services, percentage of students 

receiving English language services, ethnicity (Asian, Black, Hispanic, White, and 

Other), and percentage of students receiving free or reduced price lunch waivers.  The 

district also publishes a school safety report card listing the numbers of various offenses 

each school year.  I planned to study these school profiles and select three schools of 

varying student demographics and socioeconomic statuses in order to note whether there 

are patterns that could be related to student demographics or school safety, but I was 

limited to the high schools in the region I was given.  I wanted to obtain at least two 
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administrators and four teachers from each school, but I was unable to obtain that number 

of participants.  Therefore, I turned to snowball sampling, asking participants and 

colleagues to pass on my research request.  Through snowball sampling, I was able to 

obtain another six administrators and another seven teachers.   

 I defined administrator as a person working at a school with the authority to make 

decisions about teaching assignments.  Although I did not set out to interview department 

chairs, two of the teacher participants were also department chairs.  They acted as 

administrators in the teaching assignment process, although they did not have the same 

power as assistant principals or principals. 

 In addition, because this school system is so large, a transfer process available to 

teachers who have been in the system for more than three years enables teacher attrition.  

Unlike many states with districts so small they have only one high school each, this large 

district may experience higher teacher attrition, as it is easier for teachers to leave one 

school for another for any reason.  This type of large school district with easy access to 

transfers within the district is common to this mid-Atlantic state and several surrounding 

states.  For that reason, and for convenience, I had chosen to study three sites in the same 

large district.  In adding participants from other districts in the Northeast, the mid-

Atlantic, and the South, I have added nine other districts, six of which have only one high 

school, which may make moving schools less desirable to teachers.     

 In my first round of recruiting participants, I invited participants by email, using 

the principal and the region superintendent as gatekeepers.  The email invitation was sent 

directly to the principals with a request that it be forwarded on to the entire faculty and 

staff.  I also distributed flyers in school mailboxes asking faculty and staff to participate.  
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With the email invitation, I included a link to a survey asking for basic background 

information including demographic variables like sex, race, number of years teaching or 

in administration, number of years at that school, and the subject area in which the 

participants teach or supervise.  The form stated that filling out the survey indicated a 

willingness to participate in the study and an understanding that they would be contacted 

by a researcher to set up an interview.  By asking faculty and staff to click on the link if 

they wished to participate, I avoided potential coercion in recruitment that could have 

occurred if principals personally asked teachers to participate.  I was also able to maintain 

confidentiality in this manner; principals did not know which teachers and administrators 

filled out the form.  In addition, the form requested participants provide their home or 

personal email address and phone number, so that when I contacted them, there was no 

record of their participation in their school email.   

 Once I collected this information, I was unable to conduct purposeful sampling 

due a low number of participants.  I did interview at least one administrator and two 

teachers from each of the three schools where I began recruiting.  The number of 

participants should have been adequate to answer the research questions and should 

continue until saturation was reached (Merriam, 2009).  I had too few participants and too 

little data; therefore, I moved to a second round of recruiting via snowball sampling.  I 

stopped recruiting once I reached saturation or redundancy in the data.  This resulted in a 

fairly homogeneous sample of participants.   

 The districts, schools, and participants are referred to by pseudonyms.  I 

conducted one semi-structured interview of approximately 45-60 minutes in length with 

each participant at a location of the participants’ choice that was not on school property.  
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Based on participants’ preference, I conducted many interviews via phone on a date and 

time of their convenience.  

 Interviews.  Creswell (2013) stated that in social constructivist research, 

questions are broad and open-ended so that participants can ascribe meaning to a 

situation.  In order to elicit participants’ lived experiences with the teaching assignment 

process, I used semi-structured face-to-face individual interviews with administrators and 

teachers.  In semi-structured interviews, “either all of the questions are more flexibly 

worded or the interview is a mix of more and less structured questions”; “this format 

allows the researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of 

the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam, 2009, p. 90).   

 The administrator interview protocol questions were grouped into the categories 

of background information, teaching assignment process, personal experience, and ideal 

situations/changes to process.  The teacher interview protocol questions were grouped 

into the categories of assignment process, communication, and school culture; personal 

experience; and ideal situation.  Background questions established and teaching 

assignment questions provided an understanding of the overall process of teaching 

assignment distribution as well as some information on school culture and 

communication between teachers and administrators.  The personal experience and ideal 

situation questions for both teachers and administrators invited storytelling in an attempt 

to discover the perceived implications of the scheduling process on teachers and 

administrators and their overall perceptions of the process.  In some cases, teachers may 

not have received a preferred course assignment due to master schedule conflicts: certain 

courses may have been offered as singletons or preferred courses may have been offered 
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during the same time slots.  These interview questions provided insight into cases where 

the master schedule rather than the administrator might have been the major influence 

over teachers receiving a certain teaching assignment or not receiving a preferred 

assignment.  When interviewing department chairs, I selected some questions from each 

interview protocol due to their unique positioning as teachers who acted with some 

administrative authority over teaching assignment decisions.  See Appendices B and C 

for interview protocols.   

 Merriam (2009) believed that good interview questions yield descriptive data or 

stories and are open-ended.  These interview protocols produced answers to the first three 

research questions:  

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 To what degree do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment 

process affects teacher retention? 

The last research question—To what degree do teachers believe that power relations 

influence the teaching assignment process?—was not explicitly asked of participants; 

answers to this question were sought through data analysis.  Participants’ answers to 

interview questions should contribute to an understanding of the design and 

implementation of the teaching assignment process, the factors that influence it, 

perceived implications, and teacher and administrator meaning-making around the 

process.  See Appendix D for a matrix demonstrating which interview questions provided 
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answers to each research question.  

 Exploratory interviews.  In the spring of 2013 and the spring of 2015, I 

conducted several exploratory interviews to test my interview questions to see if they 

would yield data to answer my research questions.  These interviews were conducted 

with direct colleagues, a threat to validity, so this enabled me to think about my 

reflexivity and find ways to minimize potential bias.  I was able to test out my recording 

devices, practice interviewing, write analytic memos, and analyze the resulting data in 

order to create a conceptual framework and find out if my theoretical framework might 

be an appropriate fit for my study.  Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) defined 

conceptual framework as a researcher’s map of the topic under investigation; it explains 

key factors being examined and the interrelationships between and among them.  By 

practicing data analysis, I was able to begin formulating my developing conceptual 

framework and used that to guide my study. 

 The use of exploratory interviews helped me to rewrite my interview protocol to 

better elicit the information I needed to answer my research questions.  Following 

guidelines from Merriam (2009), I adjusted my interview protocol to include 

hypothetical, ideal position, and interpretive questions.  I removed or changed multiple 

questions and yes or no questions.  I checked my questions and participants’ responses to 

weed out leading questions or those that were ineffective and revamped the order of 

questions to allow for smoother transitions between topics. 

 Data collection and storage procedures.  Data, including audio recordings of 

interviews and typed transcripts of interviews, were stored in digital form on a password-

protected computer and backed up onto an external hard drive and flash drives kept in a 
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locked file cabinet.  Printed transcripts, documents, and any handwritten notes were 

stored in the same locked file cabinet.  Coding and names of codes did not reveal any 

personal identifying information about participants or sites.  Keys defining this 

information were stored in the locked file cabinet and on the password-protected 

computer.  Any identifying information of participants, sites, and school districts in the 

dissertation were changed to pseudonyms.  All audio recordings, keys to codes, and any 

other data with personal identifying information will be destroyed 10 years after the 

completion of the study. 

Data Analysis 

 I used thematic analysis as my analytic strategy (Bernard & Ryan, 2010), because 

it works well with basic qualitative design (Merriam, 2009).  Because my data consisted 

of verbatim text and rich narratives, I employed techniques recommended by Bernard and 

Ryan (2010) including repetitions, transitions, similarities and difference, and cutting and 

sorting in order to find basic themes.  Through cutting and sorting, I found organizing 

themes and then worked to find global themes that connected to my research questions 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001).  Data analysis helped produce patterns of meaning that answered 

all four research questions.  After each interview, I wrote analytic memos; I used these 

memos to inform the teacher interviews.  See Figure 2 for a summary of all coding 

processes.   

 I coded administrator interviews before teacher interviews as these provided keys 

to the power structure in the school and outlined the basic process of distributing teaching 

assignments.  Administrative interviews revealed the basic methods of the teaching 

assignment distribution process and the strategies and rationale employed; it therefore 
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made sense to learn this information before coding teacher interviews which involved 

perceptions of the process.  In this way I was able to see if teacher perceptions matched 

administrators’ descriptions of the methods.  This also helped me understand if I needed 

to conduct follow up interviews or ask clarifying questions. 

 
 

Figure 2.  Coding processes.  This figure displays the types of coding used during data 

analysis. 

 First cycle coding.  I began coding and analyzing data as I collected it so that my 

developing analysis could inform my interview protocols.  I conducted a type of blended 

coding, simultaneously using descriptive, in vivo, and etic coding (Saldana, 2013).  I also 

utilized simultaneous coding, “the application of two or more different codes to a single 

qualitative datum, or the overlapped occurrence of two or more codes applied to 
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sequential units of qualitative data” (Saldana, 2013, p. 80).  Descriptive coding was 

useful as it consisted of labeling basic topics in the data and acted as a foundation for 

further coding.  In vivo coding is appropriate for studies that “prioritize and honor the 

participant’s voice,” so this was an excellent fit for my study (Saldana, 2013, p. 91).  I 

applied etic coding as well, seeking data about communication, trust, transparency, and 

psychological contract. 

 Second cycle coding.  After conducting first cycle coding, I utilized cutting and 

sorting and pattern coding to identify major themes (Saldana, 2013).  Pattern coding 

organizes the data and attributes meaning to it while reducing the large number of first 

cycle codes to a smaller set of second cycle codes (Saldana, 2013).   

 Use of CAQDAS in data analysis.  I used Atlas.ti, a Computer Assisted 

Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS), to manage and code data for my study.  

The attribute and descriptive coding enabled me to easily retrieve data based on 

keywords, source, descriptive information, and participant characteristics.  In addition, 

the software enabled me to create concept maps with ease (Saldana, 2013). 

 Analytic memos.  I wrote analytic memos after each interview to reflect on my 

“coding processes and code choices; how the process of inquiry is taking shape; and the 

emergent patterns, categories and subcategories, themes, and concepts” in my data 

(Saldana, 2013, p. 41).  These memos functioned as an important method of analyzing 

data and creating a code book.  I used memos throughout the data collection and analysis 

processes to reflect on, analyze, and organize my data; refine my interview protocol and 

research questions; make connections between codes and develop themes; explore my 

reflexivity; record steps taken and plan out next steps; and continually ensure that my 



 

 123 

frameworks, research questions, goals, methods, and validity align (Maxwell, 2013; 

Saldana, 2013).   

Validity 

 Maxwell (2013) uses the term validity to refer to “the correctness or credibility of 

a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account” (p. 122).  

Identifying threats and explaining how to rule them out or protect the study from those 

threats is one way to ensure validity of a qualitative study.  Creswell (2013) viewed 

validity as “an attempt to assess the ‘accuracy’ of the findings, as best described by the 

researcher and the participants” (pp. 249-250).  Merriam (2009) stressed that trustworthy 

research was conducted with rigor and in an ethical manner.  There are a number of 

methods specific to qualitative research that help researchers protect the validity of their 

studies.  I employed the constructs laid out by Merriam (2009) to ensure the validity and 

reliability of my study.  See Figure 3 for a summary of validity techniques. 
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Figure 3. Validity techniques.  This figure illustrates the various steps that were taken to 

ensure the validity of the study. 

 Internal validity or credibility.  Merriam (2009) stated that internal validity was 

concerned with how findings fit with reality.  Because reality is socially constructed, 

researchers investigate participants’ constructions of reality, resulting in multiple 

representations of reality.  In order to build up the internal validity of my study, I 

employed triangulation, or the use of multiple methods and sources of data collection to 

confirm my findings (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 2011; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).  I 

conducted interviews with teachers, department chairs, and administrators.  I utilized 

member checking (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 2011; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009), 

sharing emerging findings with participants to ensure I faithfully interpreted their voices.  
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This was conducted via email.  In addition, after data analysis and initial draft writing, I 

followed up by email with participants to have them rank the strategies that emerged in 

order of importance in an attempt to clarify responses to my first research question.  See 

Table 3 for these rankings of decision factors. 

 I ensured “adequate engagement in data collection” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219) by 

interviewing participants until I reached saturation or redundancy in my findings and by 

looking for negative cases or discrepant data to refine my findings (Creswell, 2013; 

Glesne, 2011; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).  I set out my own bias in reflective 

memos as I collected and analyzed the data to ensure that my bias did not overly 

influence my interpretation of the data.  I also included a reflexivity and subjectivity 

statement in this document to alert readers to my researcher biases (Creswell, 2013; 

Glesne, 2011; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).  Peer review (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 

2011; Merriam, 2009) was another method I used to ensure internal validity by having 

colleagues, both familiar and unfamiliar with my research, review my coding, concept 

maps, and emerging findings to help me determine if my findings made sense based on 

the data. 

 Reliability or consistency.  I created an audit trail that described how and when 

data were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made in the 

course of the study (Merriam, 2009).  In addition, I created a codebook to keep track of 

definitions for codes and categories (Creswell, 2013).  I asked colleagues to conduct peer 

review at various points throughout my data collection and analysis process to check that 

my coding, categories, and developing findings make sense (Creswell, 2013; Glesne, 

2011; Merriam, 2009). 
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 External validity or transferability.  While my sample was small, I attempted to 

employ maximum variation sampling to allow for “the possibility of a greater range of 

application” of the research (Merriam, 2009, p. 227).  Due to the low number of willing 

participants, I was unable to do so.  I utilized verbatim interview transcripts to help 

enable transferability.   

Statement of Subjectivity and Reflexivity 

“Qualitative researchers need to ‘position’ themselves in their writings.  This is 

the concept of reflexivity in which the writer is conscious of the biases, values, and 

experiences that he or she brings to a qualitative research study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 216).  

Glesne (2011) stated that the goal of reflexivity is to make research more valid.  It 

involves “critical reflection on how researcher, research participants, setting, and research 

procedures interact and influence each other” (p. 151).  I am in many ways connected to 

my topic of study, to my participants, and to my research site.  As a teacher, I have 

experienced firsthand the difficulty of too many preparations, ineffective or 

unprofessional team teachers, and difficult teaching assignments including students with 

behavior and emotional problems or students with demanding or confrontational parents.  

I have seen colleagues leave because of changes in teaching assignment.  I myself have 

threatened to leave if a specific assignment request was not met.  My experiences in the 

profession have influenced my beliefs on how much is too much for teachers to take on.  

Especially in districts where moving between schools is relatively simple, I feel that it is 

appropriate for teachers to choose leaving over staying when they feel their mental health 

and well-being are at stake.  Though this may sound dramatic, for many teachers, 

teaching is a calling and a passion.  Many work long hours for little pay and become 
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emotionally and physically drained by situations in their buildings or by difficult 

students.  When teachers believe that administrators are not listening or do not care about 

their well being, they may choose to leave that building in search of a better assignment 

elsewhere.   

 Having personally experienced teaching assignments with student discipline 

problems, multiple preparations, and frustrating team teachers, I have a strong interest in 

my topic of study.  Until I piloted my interview questions, I had never heard an 

administrator back up ideas about scheduling with any rationale.  The process never 

seemed transparent to me.  I have argued against my own teaching assignment being 

changed in the past with administrators.  I have been surprised to find out in August from 

my schedule sent in the mail that I was teaching something other than what I was told in 

June, that I was no longer teaching in my own classroom, or that I was teaching more 

classes than I had been told in the spring.  Each time, I have wished that an assistant 

principal had taken the time to make a simple phone call rather than sending an 

impersonal letter.   

 During my literature review, I learned about teacher tracking and began to alter 

my views on my topic.  I began to understand that teaching assignments are (or should 

be) about the students who are affected by them.  While administrators want to retain 

effective teachers, decisions must often be made in the best interest of the students that go 

against the desires of the teachers.  I feel that this has helped me further recognize and 

understand my negative experiences with the process and see the process from the 

administrative point of view.  This grasp of the potentially negative consequences of 

teacher tracking on students enabled me to look closely at how I interpreted my findings 
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to ensure I analyzed data in an objective manner.  I might have found that the process 

operates quite well in some or all schools in my study, and I made sure to be open to 

those potential findings rather than allowing my own experiences to blind me to that 

possibility.  I used reflective memos to help me recognize my own bias during the data 

collection and analysis phases of my research and to ensure I did not allow that bias to 

have too much influence on my findings and my interpretation of the process of teaching 

assignment distribution.  I had a colleague conduct the teacher interview protocol using 

me as a subject to talk through my own perspective on the topic and to help me prevent 

my opinions from coloring the interviews I conduct with teachers and administrators.  In 

addition, the use of validity techniques, especially member checking and peer review, 

aided me in remaining open to findings that may be counter to my negative beliefs about 

the teaching assignment process. 

 I am a talkative person who enjoys connecting with others by telling my own 

stories that relate to theirs; I needed to actively prevent myself from commiserating with 

teacher participants who were frustrated by their schedules and remind myself to elicit 

and listen to their stories.  I have completed an endorsement in administration and 

supervision, so I needed to be careful not to judge administrators’ behavior based on what 

I learned about effective educational leadership.  I selected sites where I did not know 

people who work in the building, which afforded me outsider status, though the fact that I 

am a teacher could have brought some feeling of insider status to the interviews.  Other 

factors that could have affected my subjectivity in response to my participants were that I 

am White, upper middle class, highly educated, a teacher, a coordinator, and a National 

Board Certified Teacher (NBCT) who is pursuing a doctorate. 
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Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 

 Potential risks to participants in my study were minimal; I followed all policies and 

procedures set forth by the university Institutional Review Board.  I informed participants 

that I would employ pseudonyms for research sites and participants in all writing and analysis 

to protect their identity.  I also told them all data with any identifying information would be 

stored in a secured file cabinet or a password protected computer and external hard drive.  I 

was the only person with access to these materials, and I will destroy all identifying 

information and data 10 years after the completion of the study.  Participants were informed 

of the purpose of the study, their rights, the voluntary nature of their participation, the 

potential rewards, and the potential threats of the research through an information handout.   

 The major risk in this study would result from loss of confidentiality, especially if a 

teacher were to speak negatively about his or her administrators.  Principals and 

administrators could not find out which employees participated.  In order to minimize this 

risk, I asked principals to forward the invitation to the study to their entire faculty and staff; 

participants had to fill out the survey through the link provided in the email if they wished to 

participate.  Participants provided personal or home email addresses and phone numbers in 

the survey so that when I contacted them to set up an interview, there was be no record of 

their participation in their school email.  In this manner, principals did not know which 

teachers and administrators were interviewed.  Participants selected the interview locations to 

minimize any threats related to their employment based on their participation in this study.  

In addition, I requested and received a waiver of documentation of consent from the IRB so 

that participants could decide whether they wished to sign the consent form or not.  If they 

did not sign the consent form, there was no documentation formally linking them to the 

research study, which further protected them from possible breach of confidentiality or risk 
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or harm in their workplace based on their participation.  The findings will be offered to the 

school district where I conduct the research as an executive summary to minimize risk of loss 

of confidentiality. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

Overview 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate and describe the strategies and 

rationales employed by administrators to distribute teaching assignments, the factors 

teachers perceived to influence the teaching assignment process, whether teachers and 

administrators believed the process affects teacher retention, and how teachers and 

administrators experienced power relations as an influence in the process.  This research 

contributed to a better understanding of how administrators implement the teaching 

assignment process and how teachers experience that process, with implications for 

improvement.  It is important for administrators to know how changing teacher 

assignments affects their teachers and how their teachers understand and experience the 

process to retain high quality teachers.  I utilized interpretive design (Merriam, 2009) and 

conducted semi-structured interviews with administrators and teachers to understand the 

teaching assignment process.  A qualitative study on teaching assignment enables us to 

hear the voices of teachers and administrators to better understand their lived 

experiences.  Rather than attempting to identify or predict factors that influence teaching 

assignment and teacher attrition and retention with a quantitative study, we are able to 

glean a more complex and nuanced understanding of the entire process of teaching 

assignment distribution and its components with a qualitative study.  In addition, using 

interviews as data enables an examination of administrative language about students and 

teachers as well as teacher language about administrators and students.  We are thus able 

to consider implications of that language on the education system and on those it is meant 

to serve: the students. 
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 In alignment with the purpose of this study, the following research questions 

guided data collection and analysis: 

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 How do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment process affects 

teacher retention? 

 How do teachers and administrators experience power relations as an influence 

on the teaching assignment process? 

 The theoretical framework for this study comes from organizational theory’s 

metaphor of institution of domination and Bourdieu’s theories of social capital and 

symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu, 1986).  Principals and assistant principals 

have the power to influence school culture through the distribution of teaching 

assignments.  Administrative methods of distributing teaching assignments may establish 

and perpetuate power relations between teachers and administrators, or they may be used 

to break down the power structure in a school.   

 The conceptual framework for this study encompasses the concepts of 

psychological contract, trust, communication, and transparency.  Psychological contracts 

are related to employee commitment, well being, and motivation (Rousseau, 1989).  Trust 

violations could result in feelings of betrayal or attempts at revenge.  In schools, faculty 

trust has been linked to principal authenticity, positive climate, and school effectiveness 

(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998).  Transparency can reduce conflict and improve 
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administrators’ communication with teachers (Klein, 2012). 

 These findings are organized by research question and by theme.  Tables 1 and 2 

show the demographics of the teachers and administrators who participated in the study.  

This study focused specifically on the process of distributing teaching assignments in 

public high schools; this process may differ substantially in elementary and middle 

schools.  In general, data from participants were used equitably; participants whose 

names appear more often provided longer interviews yielding richer data. 

 This chapter will first briefly introduce the participants.  Then, the findings will 

be examined by research question.  Within each research question, findings will also be 

broken down into themes.   

 Findings for research questions one and two describe the logistics and timeline of 

the teaching assignment process, decision factors and philosophies used by 

administrators, metaphors for the process, and emotions surrounding the process.  

Findings for research question three describe the connections teachers and administrators 

saw between teaching assignments, teacher attrition, and teacher retention.  Findings for 

the fourth research question describe methods by which administrators empower or 

disempower teachers through the teaching assignment process.  The voices of teachers, 

administrators, and department chairs have been woven throughout each section.    
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Table 1 

Demographics of Administrator Participants 

District School Name School 

Type 

Race Age Sex Years 

in 

Field 

Years 

at this 

School 

Years 

in 

Admin 

Position Content Areas 

Supervised 

Auburn 

County 

Edgewater Matt S W 46-50 M 24 1-5 16-20 Principal All 

Auburn 

County 

Westwood Andrew S W 46-50 M 20 11-15 6-10 AP Social Studies, Fine and 

Performing Arts, Career 

and Technical Education 

Auburn 

County 

Westwood Beth S W 41-45 F 19 11-15 11-15 AP Math, Science 

Auburn 

County 

Maple 

Ridge 
Patricia S W 56-60 F 35 16-20 11-15 AP Social Studies, World 

Language 

Silver Valley Silver 

Valley 
Erica U W 36-40 F 16 11-15 1-5 Humanities 

Director 

English, Social Studies, 

Fine and Performing 

Arts 

Cook County Pine Hill Charles R W 46-50 M 23 1-5 1-5 Principal All 

Dayton Dayton Jeff R W 41-45 M 11 6-10 11-15 AP All 

Eatonville Eatonville Susan S W 61-65 F 13 6-10 11-15 Guidance 

Director  

N/A 

Fairfield 

County 

Meadows 

Park 
Sharon S W 31-35 F 10 1-5 1-5 AP English, Social Studies, 

Math, Science, Special 

Education 

 

Note.  In the school type column, S stands for suburban, U stands for urban, and R stands for rural.  In the race column, W indicates 

White.  No administrator participants’ ethnicity was Hispanic or Latino.  In the position column, AP indicates assistant principal. 
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Table 2 

Demographics of Teacher Participants 

District School Name School 

Type 

Race Age Sex Total Years 

Teaching 

Years 

at this 

School 

Content Area 

Auburn County Edgewater Megan S W 31-35 F 6-10 6-10 World Language 

Auburn County Edgewater Rachel S B 36-40 F 6-10 1-5 Special Education 

Auburn County Edgewater Lisa S W 46-50 F 6-10 1-5 English 

Auburn County Westwood Jessica S W 46-50 F 16-20 1-5 Special Education 

Auburn County Westwood Caroline S W 41-45 F 16-20 11-15 Science 

Auburn County Maple Ridge Carla S W 51-55 F 11-15 6-10 Health and 

Physical 

Education 

Auburn County Maple Ridge *Gail S W 46-50 F more than 20 16-20 English 

Auburn County Mountainside Kelly S W 41-45 F 11-15 6-10 English 

Auburn County Mountainside Cathy S W 31-35 F 1-5 1-5 English 

Glenwood South Fork Heather S W 23-30 F 1-5 1-5 Social Studies 

King County Willow Creek *Andrea S W 31-35 F 6-10 1-5 Math 

Lakewood Lakewood Meredith S W 41-45 F 16-20 16-20 English 

Lakewood Lakewood Linda S W 36-40 F 16-20 11-15 English 

Livingston Oak Grove Rebecca U W 31-35 F 6-10 1-5 English 

 

Note.  An asterisk (*) denotes department chair. In the school type column, S stands for suburban, U stands for urban, and R stands for 

rural.  In the race column, W indicates White and B indicates Black or African-American.  No teacher participants’ ethnicity was 

Hispanic or Latino. 
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Participants 

 I began recruiting participants from three high schools in the same region of one 

large, suburban, mid-Atlantic district, Auburn County.  Thus, most of my participants 

work in this county.  This is one of the 10 largest school districts in the country.  Nearly a 

third of students receive free or reduced price meals.  About one-sixth of students receive 

English for speakers of other languages [ESOL] services and over one-eighth of students 

receive special education services.  The largest student demographic population is White 

at 40%.  Over 90% of students graduate in four years.  The district is physically quite 

large and has a well above average median household income.  In some areas of this 

district, the population—both students and staff—is quite transient; many residents did 

not grow up in this area, and student enrollment is increasing.  Four of the nine 

administrators and seven of the 14 teachers interviewed work in this county, in four 

different schools.1 

 Four administrators were male, and five were female; all teachers were female.  

All participants identified themselves as White except one teacher who identified herself 

as Black.  The administrators came from five different states, including Northeastern and 

Southern states.  One administrator worked in an urban district in the Northeast; the two 

administrators from rural districts were from the South and the mid-Atlantic.  All 

suburban administrators worked in one of two mid-Atlantic states.  All teachers worked 

in one of three mid-Atlantic states, and only one teacher worked in an urban district; the 

rest worked in suburban districts. 

                                                 
1 Source redacted so as to avoid identification of district.  Information retrieved from 

profile on district website. 
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 Half of the teachers had been teaching for 10 years or less, and half had been at 

their current school for five years or less, with three of these from the mid-Atlantic 

district described above.  Two were department chairs.  Half of the teachers taught 

English; the others taught world language, special education, science, math, social 

studies, or health and physical education.  Both special education teachers worked in 

Auburn County.  Teachers ranged in age category from 23-30 to 51-55. 

 Two administrators were principals, one was a director of humanities, one was a 

director of guidance, and the rest were assistant principals.  All had worked in education 

for at least 10 years.  Five of the nine had worked in administration for 11 or more years.  

Four had worked at their current school for 11 or more years; three of these were in the 

same large mid-Atlantic district described above.  Seven of the nine administrators were 

41 or older. 

 Although this study was intended to focus on administrators and teachers, two of 

the teachers also held the position of department chair.  This position is unique, operating 

between administrators and teachers.  They often acted as administrators, developing the 

teaching assignments in collaboration with their administrators.  In some cases, they 

functioned as a go-between: they helped administrators with teaching assignments as 

department chairs seemed to know teachers in their department better than administrators.  

Unlike most administrators, department chairs taught a full course load, giving them a 

different relationship with teachers than administrators had.  The department chairs 

interviewed for this study possessed much control over the teaching assignment process, 

occupying a position in the distribution of teaching assignments that aligns closely with 

administrators.         



 

 138 

The Teaching Assignment Process 

 Data analysis revealed several themes that explain administrators’ facilitation and 

teachers’ perceptions of teaching assignment distribution.  This section of the findings 

addresses the first two research questions: 

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

This section will first recount the logistics and timeline of the teaching assignment 

process and then discuss the seven main decision factors used by administrators in order 

of priority as ranked by those administrators.  Teachers’ perceptions will be woven into 

each factor.  Next, the philosophies employed by administrators and department chairs 

will be discussed, in addition to teacher perceptions of those philosophies.  Finally, the 

metaphors administrators and teachers used to describe the teaching assignment process 

and the emotions around the process will be outlined.   

 Logistics and timeline.  The basic logistics of the teaching assignment process 

were similar across participants.  Most administrators collaborated with other 

administrators and/or department chairs to complete teaching assignments.  Nearly all 

administrators interviewed used teacher preference forms as a key part of their process, 

allowing teachers to submit several classes they wanted to teach.  Schedules were 

student-driven, starting with student course requests in the winter.  By spring, 

administrators began to sort out who will teach which classes.  This information is 

typically given to teachers before the end of the school year.  Beth, an assistant principal, 
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explained, “your need comes from like where students are being scheduled.  Like where 

they’re signing up for classes.”  Susan, a guidance director (considered an administrator 

in this study), elaborated, “it’s driven by the kids and the kids’ requests.  It’s not driven 

by the teachers.”   

 Once that is complete, the number of sections for each course can be calculated 

based on student enrollment and registration, and teaching assignments can be given.  

This part of the process can be complex, explained assistant principal Patricia:  

Then we make a general determination if things need to be combined, cut, added, 

shifted in any way, and then after a few weeks, we get a total number.  So like for 

social studies this year across everything, I got 90 total sections, and then they go 

mostly by student request of what different offerings we have for each grade 

level, and then when they each hit grade level, like whether it’s how many team 

sections we need, how many small group sections, how many honors, and then for 

sophomore, junior, senior, we have AP as well, and then elective classes.  

 

 Collaboration was a key factor in the process.  Sharon, an assistant principal, 

stated, “once you load the kids, I think that’s where the most communication really needs 

to happen, ‘cause you have people really looking at the individuals.”  Erica, a director of 

humanities for an urban district, declared, “I’ll go sit with the principal and say, ‘This is 

what the numbers are looking like.  What do you think here?’  None of this can be done 

in isolation.  If you’re doing it in isolation you’re not doing it right.”  She explained how 

she might work with another director in her office: “I’ll be like, ‘Oh, my class size for 

this is looking big’ and he’ll say, ‘Okay, why don’t you try this?’  And we kinda 

brainstorm back and forth.”  Andrew, an assistant principal, emphasized meeting with 

counselors even before students have chosen courses, to ensure counselors understood the 

content and level of each course so students registered for appropriate courses.  He 

referred to that meeting as “priceless because it saves so much time as far as 
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rescheduling, or kids scheduling for courses they really shouldn’t be, or matching kids up 

with their interest.”  Beth, an assistant principal in the same district as Andrew, also 

discussed meeting with other administrators in the building to cater to all students’ needs:  

I have conversations with our exceptional ed. department chair, our exceptional 

education administrator, our ESOL administrator, our ESOL department chair, 

along with my math department chair and my science department chair, because 

we know that we need to meet all students’ needs across all those levels.  

 

 Administrators decide how many sections of each course they would like based 

on the numbers and class sizes and often collaborate throughout this part of the process.  

Andrew, an assistant principal, explained,  

the department chair, myself, and the principal, and the director of student 

services meet and we go over a staffing meeting prior to the principal meeting 

with the county, and we ask for what we would like.  For example, we may say, 

“We want five sections of History at 28 kids,” and he might say, “No, you’re 

getting four sections of 32 kids,” or whatever.  So that little debate goes on and 

we try to advocate for what we need to do to be effective, and then the principal 

has to weigh that with the resources he’s provided, and then at that point it goes—

that gives us a rough outline of where we’re gonna be, and then it goes—the 

principal goes to staffing with the county. 

 

 The number of teachers that can be employed generally comes from a district 

budget based on student enrollment and district-set class size maximums; in some cases, 

principals had additional school-based budget money they could use for staffing 

purposes.  Once the number of sections is set, based on the number of teachers that can 

be employed and the student requests, administrators generally send out a teacher 

preference form or speak to teachers individually to start the conversation with staff 

about what they would like to teach.  Only one administrator interviewed did not use a 

teacher preference form or specifically have conversations on teacher preference during 

this process.  Generally, administrators then collaborate with other administrators or their 

department chairs to decide what teachers will receive which courses.  Andrew, an 
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assistant principal, summarized the teaching assignment process in his school:  

After we take care of the logistical, the licensure, the students’ needs, then we 

look at the teacher requests.  So each department chair sends out a survey to his or 

her teachers in their department before this begins about what you want to teach 

for the following year.  And besides your general certification, like in social 

studies you may be certified and everything, but are you certified to teach AP 

World [History], or AP Geography, have been to the College Board training, or 

whatever training’s required?  So we go with teacher input and then the 

department chair tries to match up the teacher input with the student needs. 

 

 Other factors impacting the logistics of the teaching assignment process for 

administrators included budget and student enrollment.  Budget was a concern for most 

administrators.  A budget deficit or financial crisis in the community impacted schools’ 

ability to hire teachers, and in some cases, teacher positions were cut.  The humanities 

director, Erica, declared, “I just wish we had—I’m sure everyone does—some more 

money so we can have some more teachers and then it wouldn’t be so stressful.”  

Guidance director Susan explained that several positions were cut in her suburban school, 

though due to attrition no teachers were let go.  Charles, a rural principal in a southern 

state, explained,  

we’re a small district.  Oil prices went down.  Our district is hurting financially 

right now, and so that’s why we’re in a hiring freeze.  That’s kind of tough for us.  

Love to know what oil prices are going to do.  That way you can kind of plan.   

 

Budget directly impacted staffing and hiring, as well as class size, at most schools. 

 In some cases, schools with a high ESOL population experienced unanticipated 

increases in enrollment during the school year, leaving them short-staffed.  Matt, a 

suburban principal in the large, suburban mid-Atlantic district of Auburn County, noted, 

the real wild card typically is in your ESOL population or your transient 

population.  So you can plan the best you can and we’ve done this at least for the 

last two years during the staffing season where we tried to plan for ESOL and 

really fell short because of the numbers of kids we had come in.  
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He explained that in the past year, nearly forty new students enrolled after school started, 

raising class sizes and bringing about a need for more ESOL teachers.  Rising enrollment 

could cause a staffing problem for schools in many areas, but in Auburn County, it 

seemed at least partly driven by a rising ESOL population. 

 Because scheduling was driven by student need, it was a site-based challenge of 

the teaching assignment process requiring administrators, department chairs, and 

counselors to create the best schedule for students.  Gail, an English department chair, 

discussed the difficulty of the logistics of the master schedule:  

At a basic level, making the number of sections work and the puzzle of kind of—

if I give this person two honors, then I don’t have two—I like to give everybody 

at least two of each prep if it’s not a singleton elective, ‘cause I just think it makes 

teaching easier to do something more than once. Just figuring that out, it’s a big 

mental puzzle. 

 

She added, “the assistant principal and I sit down together and try to fit things in, make 

people happy.”  Department chairs described the master schedule as a puzzle that had to 

be solved, recognizing the logistical complications of the process. 

 Most teachers understood the logistical aspects of scheduling could be 

challenging.  Caroline, a science teacher, explained, “the schedule drives everything and 

that comes from mostly the single classes.  Things like maybe a band or like an AP 

Calculus that messes up everything else on the schedule.”  She discussed how the person 

in charge of the schedule and even her department chair had to work on the master 

schedule after the computer software did its work, because the software “doesn’t care that 

there’s three different people in the same room.  It doesn’t care that you have two 

planning periods on the same day.”  She believed scheduling required a “human element” 

to “hammer out those details.”  
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 Kelly, an English teacher, described what she saw as the logistical challenge of 

scheduling and the resulting dilemmas of distributing teaching assignments:  

There’s so many sections, so many personalities, so many requests.  And the room 

assignments or the scarcity of rooms.  The alternating…day [block] 

schedule…Just that there may be a weird number of sections.  And then it’s hard 

to divide.  Like if there are seven IB sections, do you have three IB teachers or do 

you have four?   

 

Similarly, Rebecca, another English teacher, discussed the many difficulties in 

scheduling, comparing it to a juggling act:  

There are too many variables.  And too many moving pieces…you’re just dealing 

with way too many people, because the teachers are people and the students are 

people and the administration is people, and everyone has different priorities as to 

what they think should be considered the most important factor in the process.  

It’s like when the administration is trying to fit x number of students into this 

class and it also can’t overlap with this other subject because too many kids in this 

subject are also taking this subject…it’s just a big juggling act.  It’s very hard to 

manage. 

 

Teachers believed distributing teaching assignments was difficult for logistical reasons 

and recognized the challenge for administrators of fitting all the pieces together. 

 For all schools in this study, the teaching assignment process begins in late winter 

with student course selection; continues with budget, student enrollment, and district 

input which influences class size and staffing; proceeds to assistant principals and 

department chairs matching teachers with courses and levels; and concludes in late spring 

or summer when teachers are informed of their teaching assignment.  Teachers and 

administrators recognized logistics, including such factors as budget, student enrollment 

shifts, and the overall master schedule, as a challenge in distributing teaching 

assignments.  The process begins anew each winter with student course selection.  In 

many cases, teachers remain in at least some of the same courses from year to year, but in 

other cases, teachers are shuffled to different courses.  To some extent, the amount of 
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shuffling depends on the amount of turnover in a content area, student enrollment, the 

number of students desiring to take particular courses, and the decision factors that will 

be examined in the next section.   

 Decision factors.  In the teaching assignment process, administrators considered a 

number of decision factors when matching teachers to courses.  Decision factors found in 

the data included student and teacher characteristics.  Student characteristics involved 

looking at how challenging a course might be to teach based on the types of students 

registered for a course as well as the class size.  Types of students could include levels 

like AP, IB, honors, or regular education; in addition, special education students and 

English language learners were other types of students administrators considered.  

Teacher characteristics included certification, data, experience and quality, seniority, and 

teacher preference.  In addition, three administrators discussed employing parent 

feedback when making scheduling decisions.  Teacher participants also described various 

factors they perceived to be employed by administrators in making teaching assignment 

decisions.  These included teacher preference, certification, and best fit. 

 I created decision factors for this study from my data analysis.  I wanted these 

decision factors to be specific to the teaching assignment process and to arise 

authentically from my participants’ lived experiences and stories about that process.  

After conducting first cycle coding on administrator and teacher interview transcripts and 

identifying the seven most prominent decision factors, I sent this list to administrators 

who were asked to rank them from one to seven in order of importance.  Eight of the nine 

administrators responded with rankings.  Accordingly, this section will examine these 

decision factors in the order of priority in which they were ranked by administrators: 
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certification, best fit, teacher experience and quality, team dynamics, teacher preference, 

data, and parent input.  See Table 3 for a chart of administrators’ rankings of these 

decision factors.  Teachers’ perceptions of administrative use of these decision factors 

will be woven into each section. 
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Table 3 

Decision Factors Ranked by Administrators 

Strategy Matt 

principal 
Andrew 

AP 
Beth 

AP 
Patricia 

AP 
Erica 

humanities 

director 

Charles 

principal 
Jeff 

AP 
Susan 

guidance 

director 

Sharon 

AP 

 

Gail 

dept chair 
Andrea 

dept chair 

Certification  no 

response 

5 1 1 6 6 7 

“not 

really 

relevant, 

all 

teachers 

certified 

for 

subjects 

needed” 

1 1 5 no 

response 

Best Fit   1 2 2  

“2,3,4 often 

work in 

combination” 

1 2 2 4 2 

(3 items 

tied for 2) 

1  

Teacher 

Experience/ 

Teacher 

Quality  

 3 3 4 4 3 4 3 2 

(3 items 

tied for 2) 

3  

Team 

Dynamics  

 2 4 5 2 1 3 2 6 4  

Teacher 

Preference  

 4 5 3 3 4 5 5 5 2  

Data   6 6 6 5 5 1 6 2 

(3 items 

tied for 2) 

7  

“not really 

an issue as 

all scores 

generally 

good” 

 

Parent Input  7 7 7 7 7 6 7 7 6  
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 Certification.  Certification or licensure and other qualifications, such as AP 

training to teach AP courses or a master’s degree to teach a dual enrollment course, were 

a priority for all administrators in the teaching assignment process and was the decision 

factor ranked number one by four of eight administrators, with another administrator 

ranking it last and commenting it was unimportant because his teachers were all certified 

in the appropriate subject areas.  A department chair ranked it fifth.   

 Jeff, an assistant principal in a rural high school, called teacher certification 

“limiting” and “frustrating.”  Beth, a suburban assistant principal, explained, “sections in 

science are difficult because sometimes you might have one section of physics, but four 

sections of biology.  So I think here we’ve been strategic and then a lot of our science 

staff are dually or triple certified.”  

 Caroline, a science teacher, discussed how certification could affect teaching 

assignment distribution: 

I know from conversing with other people in other departments, it’s a little bit 

different in terms of English, you could teach every level.  History, you could 

probably teach different things within the history content.  So I would say science 

is almost a little more unique then the other disciplines because you are so 

specialized in what you teach. 

 

Generally, science teachers were certified in a specific content like chemistry or physics, 

whereas an English teacher would be certified simply in English, although this could vary 

by state. 

 Administrators and teachers recognized certification was a basic factor in the 

teaching assignment process and the first priority in assigning teachers to courses and 

students.  This was an objective decision factor; only rural administrators and those who 

supervised science teachers viewed certification as complicated.   



 

 148 

 Best fit.  Best fit is defined as matching a teacher to a course or type of students 

by playing to the instructional strengths of the teacher as well as their ability to work with 

certain age groups, needs, or ability levels to achieve the best outcome for students.  This 

was ranked number two or higher by seven of the eight administrators and the one 

department chair who participated in the ranking.  Four of the nine administrators 

mentioned the challenges of a difficult class based on student demographics and took 

student and class characteristics into consideration when assigning teachers to courses 

and levels.  In addition, administrators described best fit as a challenge of the teaching 

assignment process.  This decision factor is quite subjective and is based on 

administrative beliefs about education and perceptions of students and teachers. 

 Patricia, an assistant principal, explained, “partially it’s a fitting with teacher 

preference of what to teach—content—and then it’s a fitting of in our opinion—myself 

and the department chair—on where the best fit is for level within the content area.”  

Matt, a principal of a large suburban school, described trying to match teachers with 

students in looking at  

the challenge of the environment in terms of the types of students, the age 

level…the levels of special needs kids, team taught classes versus just regular 

standard classes…we really try to put all of that into consideration and personality 

of the staff member as well.  Is this really a good fit for this particular teacher?  

 

Jeff, an assistant principal, further explained how teacher personality factored into his 

decision-making process:  

The personality of the teacher does play into that.  There are some teachers who 

work really well with younger students, and then there are some teachers who just 

set better with 17 and 18-year-olds.  So we will consider that when making the 

assignments.   

 

Similarly, Sharon, another assistant principal, mentioned, “the challenges are with the 
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lower level kids, who also present with behavior problems”; for those classes, “we need a 

strong classroom manager.  So we pay attention to instructional supervision and the 

evaluation process, to see where teachers’ strengths are.”   

 Patricia, an assistant principal in Auburn County, discussed the same types of 

students but with a more positive bent: 

Sometimes you get some behavior issues, sometimes you get the attendance 

issues.  That’s where it is harder to reach parents.  Sometimes there’s chaotic 

families and high school situations that lead to all across the board difficulties at 

school, but when you have a great teaching team that will work together with 

those kids, that’s what gets them ready to go, and sometimes that ninth grade level 

is…key cause they’re on a path to success.   

 

Jeff, an administrator in a rural school in the Northeast, also focused on at-risk student 

populations, stating, “we’re getting a lot better about matching teachers with student 

populations that fit their special wiring.  So teachers who tend to be really good about—

who tend to work really well with lower-level students.”  Administrators emphasized 

focusing on teachers’ strengths in instruction and classroom management when choosing 

teachers for at-risk and special education students.    

 Three administrators described best fit as a challenge, with two describing the 

conflict between teacher preference and what was best for students.  Andrew, an assistant 

principal in Auburn County, explained how best fit sometimes worked in conflict with 

the logistics of the teaching assignment process and became a challenge:  

The overall philosophy we try to look at is what’s best for the kids, and that drives 

the train on most of the schedule as far as when the classes are offered so the 

fewest conflicts with other classes and how many sections, and we try to keep the 

lower level courses, student and class size smaller if we can ‘cause of struggling 

learners.  We need to provide them with as many interventions and strategies as 

we can.   

 

Matt, a principal in Auburn County, explained the teaching assignment process as a 
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double-edged sword, “trying to do what’s best for the school but also do what’s best for 

teacher preferences and try to meet somewhere in the middle.”  He felt his school needed 

to make some changes in teaching assignment distribution because “we continue to put 

teachers in situations that they prefer as opposed to what’s maybe best for the school.”  

Auburn County assistant principal Beth said she would try to accommodate teacher 

requests, but not if they were not in the best interest of students, although she felt in her 

building administrators were looking at what worked with teachers’ strengths and looking 

closely at student needs.  Overall, administrators put students’ needs before teacher 

preferences and felt that the best method for distributing teaching assignments was 

whatever was best for students or a good match for teachers and students. 

 Teachers also described best fit as a teaching assignment decision factor.  One 

teacher explained a teaching assignment would be “what the department head kind of 

thinks is the best fit for the teacher as well as what the teacher is interested in.”  A special 

education teacher discussed the best fit for both students and teachers: “especially for 

special need kids and kids with autism…it makes a huge, huge difference, the teachers.  

And I could see which teachers were really great where my students did great, and which 

teachers just set them off.”  Teachers believed a good match between teachers’ strengths 

and personality with student needs was important for successful teaching. 

 Administrators and teachers considered best fit a decision factor in teaching 

assignment distribution.  Best fit encompassed considerations of teacher personality, 

teacher instructional strengths, and student and class characteristics.  Most administrators 

ranked this factor second or higher in importance but acknowledged it could be a 

challenge given master schedule logistics and the potential conflict between a teacher’s 
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preference and administrator perception of best fit for that teacher.  While this was an 

important decision factor for administrators, many could not clearly define what a best fit 

looked like in practice. 

 Teacher experience and quality.  Teacher experience and quality is defined here 

as training in IB or AP, experience teaching certain courses, and the overall skills and 

performance of a teacher.  Five of the eight administrators and one department chair 

interviewed ranked this factor third or higher, and the other three administrators ranked it 

fourth.  Teacher experience was an objective factor, but teacher quality could be 

subjective.   

 Three administrators described what they look for in terms of teacher experience 

and quality.  An assistant principal, Patricia, explained,  

sometimes there are tough conversations that need to be had with people.  I’ve 

had people who had a desire to teach AP and gone through the coursework and 

things, but they really did not put together the kind of lessons or environment that 

would make a great AP class.  I’ve…[had] to have a difficult conversation with 

somebody to say, “What you want isn’t what you’re good at, so I’m not gonna 

give it to you.” 

 

Experience could be positive or negative; Susan, a guidance director, added, “it’s what 

they’ve experienced; what experience they have.  It’s whether the supervisor or they feel 

they’re getting stale at a certain level of course.”  In reflecting on teacher quality, Jeff, a 

rural assistant principal, commented, “just like in anything, some teachers are better than 

others, and sometimes we just don’t have the ability to do anything about it.”  

Distributing honors and AP courses took on special consideration as far as teachers’ 

instructional strategies and philosophy: “the biggest thing with the AP [teachers] is how 

teachers perceive what rigor means, and upper level thinking, and deeper questioning.  If 

they can grasp that style, I guess, then they’ll be okay.”   
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 In addition, Patricia, an assistant principal in Auburn County, described 

attempting to retain novice teachers to keep the program fresh:  

One of the things that we’ve tried to do is when you have bright, new, young 

teachers with lots of energy and forward thinking—those kind of things—the 

challenge is to find ways to keep them, because they are last in, first out, kind of.  

If section numbers go down, they are the first to lose a position and have to be 

transferred to someplace else.  So, in order to try to keep moving forward and 

keep new life in the program, that’s a challenge. 

 

 Administrators considered teacher experience and quality a key decision factor in 

distributing teaching assignments.  Training and experience were objective while teacher 

quality was subjective, based on administrators’ perceptions and evaluations of the 

teachers they supervised.  Administrators specifically pointed to the importance of 

advanced academic teachers needing to have the skills to teach with rigor.  Teachers only 

discussed experience in terms of seniority. 

 Seniority.  Seniority is defined as a component of teacher experience based solely 

on length of time in a particular teaching assignment or at a school.  This is an objective 

decision factor.  Administrators did not directly discuss seniority as a decision factor in 

teaching assignment distribution, but six of the fourteen teachers interviewed believed 

seniority played a role in teaching assignment distribution.    

 Kelly, an English teacher, stated, “I think seniority plays a role, number of years 

in the building, what you’ve taught in the past.”  English department chair Gail recounted 

an example of a teacher “who had a pretty choice elective that a lot of people would like 

to teach and…we didn’t have a section this year for her in that elective, and we gave the 

person that had been doing it for longer the one section that we had.”  Megan, a world 

language teacher, claimed, “a lot of times the least desirable courses are given to newer 

teachers.  And then the honors courses are given to teachers with more experience.”  
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Megan elaborated with a story about a colleague:  

I have a…colleague [who] wants to teach AP [Spanish].  But there’s another 

teacher in our department who has been there for like 24 years.  But my friend, 

she’s only been there for like five or six years.  But she has 13 total years teaching 

experience.  And she’s a native Spanish speaker.  And she hasn’t gotten 

AP…because the other teacher who has been there for 24 years—like because of 

her seniority like she pretty much gets AP every single year. 

 

 A social studies teacher, Heather, agreed: “this past year one of my colleagues, he 

is pretty low down in terms of seniority and he was teaching three preps where most 

teachers in the department don’t teach that many preps, and I think two of his preps were 

new.”  She added, “preferences were given based on seniority so the person who was in 

their department the longest usually got first choice.”  Rebecca, an English teacher from 

an urban district, put it more bluntly: “if you’re like a young teacher, a new teacher, or 

just someone who doesn’t like to be obnoxious, then I think you’re very likely to get 

screwed.  And there are so many different ways that you could get screwed.”  Another 

English teacher, Meredith, discussed what happened when she came back from maternity 

leave: “I’ve been there a long time.  So it would also be uncommon for somebody who’s 

new to come in and say, ‘I want seniors,’ and they would say, ‘Oh, move Meredith out.’  

So it’s not unheard of, but it would be uncommon.”  Similarly, Gail, an English 

department chair in Auburn County, recounted an instance where her assistant principal 

changed a teacher’s assignment due to that teacher’s seniority:  

If someone is very unhappy with an assignment, he has typically been able to talk 

them around, but…a very respected teacher that’s been at school forever, was 

kind of like, “don’t take this away from me. I have earned this.  I’ve been doing 

this forever,” and they did change it to kinda meet what the teacher wanted. 

 

 Although administrators did not describe seniority as a decision factor, nearly half 

the teachers interviewed perceived seniority as a factor administrators considered in 
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distributing teaching assignments.  Seniority could refer to years in a building or years 

teaching a particular course. 

 Administrators described teacher experience and quality as a significant decision 

factor in the teaching assignment process.  Teachers mainly explained teacher experience 

and quality as a decision factor through the lens of seniority. 

 Team dynamics.  Team dynamics is defined as how well certain teachers work 

together in professional learning communities (PLC’s) or on a co-teaching team (a 

special education and general education teacher working together in a class including 

both special and general education students).  Five of the eight administrators and one 

department chair ranked team dynamics as fourth or higher in the list of decision factors; 

one ranked it first.  This decision factor was subjective in nature, based on administrators’ 

perceptions and observations of team dynamics and outcomes as well as teacher reports 

about their teams.  Team dynamics may also be affected by teacher personalities. 

 Four administrators discussed team dynamics of professional learning 

communities (PLC’s) as an influence on their teaching assignment decisions.  Many 

districts asked teachers to participate in professional learning communities or 

collaborative teams with other teachers that teach the same course.  Some schools 

embedded team planning time into the daily schedule.  Beth, an assistant principal in 

Auburn County, discussed looking at teams to determine if teachers needed to be moved 

around: “I also look at team dynamics…we’ve had teams assess where they’re at and is 

this really working?”  Auburn County assistant principal Patricia described the challenge 

of a team that does not function well:  

We have one Biology [team] that is completely dysfunctional.  It’s tough.  They 

don’t get along, they don’t work well together.  It’s like five individual teachers 
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doing who knows what.  It’s really difficult.  Nobody wants to work with any of 

them and two are retiring next year, so they’re just kind of limping along.  I mean, 

they’re good teachers but they don’t communicate, they don’t cooperate, they 

don’t collaborate.  It’s tough, and they’re waiting until those people retire, which 

is one of the sadder things about education.   

 

In contrast, Andrew, another assistant principal from Auburn County, reflected on the 

positive impact of a highly functional collaborative team.  He explained,  

When you’re building the schedule, the other cool part is when you have some 

teams that are just rock solid.  I think about World II team in social studies or our 

World I team are just—and you look at schedule and you’re like—they’re all 

studs.  You’re like a parent could not—or a kid could not go wrong with any of 

these.  That makes you feel good about a schedule.  You’re like, “Okay, my 

freshmen, sophomores are going to be taken care of and they’re gonna get a good 

base.”  So that makes it exciting.  ‘Cause some teachers…they’re high flyers.  

When they get to work with some other high flyers they like, they just feed off 

each other, and they want to be as best as they can be, and it just grows 

exponentially because of their relationship with each other, so that’s fun.  That’s a 

fun part.   

 

Not all administrators spoke about team dynamics, but it did seem to be a factor for 

administrators at larger schools.  They described the need to rearrange dysfunctional 

teams and their pride at creating and sustaining highly functional teams. 

 Both department chairs spoke at length about setting up professional learning 

communities (PLCs) of teachers.  They felt they had to consider personality when 

distributing teaching assignments to give teachers the best chance at creating an effective 

PLC.  They also discussed keeping teams together for consistency.   

 Gail, an English department chair in Auburn County, explained,  

there have been cases where someone didn’t seem to be a good fit on a team and 

we’ve worked to move them, or there have been times when we suddenly had to 

take one teacher off of a team, because of fewer sections or that kind of thing, but 

in general, we try—we’ve been very PLC oriented for the past ten years or so.  

We really have just tried to keep those teams intact once they start working well 

together, rather than switching people around all the time, which definitely 

happened a lot more before I was chair. 
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Gail described a situation when a teacher was added to a PLC with no warning, causing 

problems with the team:  

When I wasn’t chair, we had a team and somebody was just put on the team and 

everybody on the team was like, my gosh, this is nuts and…[she’s not] gonna 

work well with the team and it caused a lot of dissent and a lot of that teacher 

gossip behind the scenes, because the one teacher just wouldn’t do any of the 

team stuff, was a much easier grader than all the other teachers.  Then [parents] 

wanted to start switching [students] to that teacher’s class, because they would get 

an easier A.  It made it really difficult where most of our teams at this point have 

embraced the idea if we all give the same big research paper, if we all do the same 

whatever, it makes it easier for everyone, because then—you don’t have that 

teacher shopping situation. 

 

 In contrast, Gail explained that teachers at her school seemed to like their teams 

and liked to keep them stable.  Keeping teams stable made her more comfortable with 

distributing teaching assignments.  She claimed,  

it’s made stronger teams, and it’s given people a lot of professional satisfaction 

when their team has worked well together, and then they know each year that they 

can improve on what they’re doing as a group, and it really gives a sense of 

professionalism and that you’re not out there on your own just creating the 

wheel…we’re not super lock step. There’s still your own creativity and your own 

personality maybe, but in terms of scheduling, once people have really grown to 

love their team, as a chair, it’s—I have felt more comfortable with the process. 

 

Similar to some of the administrators and teachers interviewed, Gail felt stable PLCs 

gave teachers confidence “owning their grade and their curriculum.”  She described 

asking her AP team when they needed to add another teacher, “who do you think might 

be a good fit?  Who’s got sort of the academic credentials…who’s interested in doing it?”  

She believed “that worked really well and the team—we did that twice actually and the 

team really welcomed them, because they felt like this was somebody they knew they 

would work well with, sort of philosophically.”  She added, teachers “know for the most 

part they’ll probably be on the same grade levels and work with the same people and for 

a lot of our teams, we’ve ironed out our issues. We know how to work together.”  Both 
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department chairs preferred to keep their PLCs stable to allow teachers to develop and 

improve their skills teaching a specific curriculum as a team. 

 Several teachers discussed the importance of team dynamics and how teaching 

assignment affected it.  They described their professional learning communities as 

valuable, enabling them to work collaboratively to prepare units and lessons for their 

students.  Some enjoyed the addition of new people to their teams, while others found it 

detrimental to team cohesiveness.  Cathy, an English teacher, stated,  

in my experience it seems to change pretty often.  There are some people that I 

have been on the same team with for a few years now which is really nice because 

we work well together and…you kind of know what you’re getting with your 

colleagues when you’re used to working with them.  You understand their 

strengths and weaknesses, and it’s just a little bit easier, the same way that is 

working with someone for many years and you get to know them.  But I’ve 

always had—each year that I’ve been at my school I’ve been working with at 

least a few new people on teams every year which is also kind of nice because it 

gives you a chance to know your colleagues a little bit better.  We don’t have that 

many opportunities for that otherwise. 

 

Science teacher Caroline stated the teams in her department had been very stable.  She 

added, “once you know who your team is we start collaborating immediately.  Like as 

soon as we’re done with the year we start looking at next year.  How do we get things set 

up?  What are we going to do?”  Cathy, an English teacher, believed “the functionality of 

one team largely depends on the personalities that are populating it…I think they really 

run the spectrum of super effective—everyone on the same page—to completely 

dysfunctional.” 

 Administrators, department chairs, and teachers believed in the positive impact of 

professional learning communities and as such, considered team dynamics an important 

decision factor in the teaching assignment process.  This decision factor was a subjective 
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one that relied on administrator perceptions and observations of team interactions and 

outcomes.   

 Special education teaching teams.  In addition to PLC’s, team dynamics of co-

teaching teams of general and special education teachers was a decision factor often 

described as a challenge by administrators and department chairs.  Four administrators, 

two department chairs, and four teachers spoke about creating special education teaching 

teams as a challenge.     

 Susan, a director of guidance, emphasized taking personality into account when 

creating co-teaching teams.  Andrew, an assistant principal, used the metaphor of 

marriage: he found out “what teachers want to team, what those personalities are with 

their team, ‘cause it’s really a little bit of a marriage between those two.”  He explained 

that a successful team was kept together, but sometimes he rotated teachers into and out 

of teams.  He said,  

we’re like a government.  We seem like we rotate it every year to share the 

wealth, if you will…but some team clicks and they just want to—they’re like best 

buddies, they just want to stay together, so you don’t want to bust that up when 

you get that chemistry. 

 

He described situations when some teachers might say, “I don’t really wanna team with 

that person,” and he would have to respond, “well, you got to.  You just got to make them 

better.”  Assistant principal Patricia had similar difficulties:  

It was a special ed. teaming person who was not able to get along with anybody, 

and so about two years ago I had to petition the special ed. administrator to say, 

“Sorry, you need to keep her on the self-contained side…’cause my teams won’t 

work with her.”  

 

Patricia said she seriously considered who should team when making teaching 

assignments, especially in choosing the best team to help students succeed: “we work to 
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really look at who’s got the flexibility, who’s got the mindset, who’s got the—sort of will 

create the ambiance where those kids are gonna fit, and feel good, and succeed?”  

Another administrator discussed difficulties due to special education vacancies and hiring 

struggles; some general education teachers were paired with special education teachers 

hired over the summer, so she did not know how well the team would work together.  

Administrators tried to pair teachers who would work well together but were willing to 

rotate teaming assignments so general education teachers did not have to team every year. 

 Creating teamed classes with a general and a special education teacher was a 

challenge for both department chairs.  Collaboration with the special education 

department helped one chair, while the other had no control over which teachers were 

paired with her math teachers.   

 When the special education department chair collaborated with the English 

department chair, Gail, to create teaching teams, Gail felt everything worked much more 

smoothly and created strong teams:  

The other thing I have been frustrated by and found challenging is figuring out 

teaming situations and that is partly due to a former special ed chair who wouldn’t 

tell us who we would be teaming with and wouldn’t work collaboratively on it, 

which I found very frustrating and would frequently change the teams – if we 

had a good team that worked well together, would just change it and not really tell 

anybody.  People—teachers were really leery of saying, yeah, I’m willing to team, 

‘cause they didn’t know who they would be with and we had some spectacularly 

bad matches where people—it was like, why would you even—anyone in this 

school would know not to put them together…we got a new chair in special ed a 

couple of years ago and she is much more collaborative…we’ve built some really 

good teams that we’ve been able to keep together. 

 

Gail described one situation where a strong team had to be split up and both teachers 

were unhappy: 

They’re both very upset and there was kind of only one person with the English 

background to put on that team and it’s somebody that nobody wants to work 
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with, who’s just not a good team teacher, who’s hard to work with, and they’re 

not happy…[the special ed. department chair] said, “it’s just a hiring issue.  I’ve 

lost people.  I have this many sections.”  That same making the puzzle.  She’s 

like, “this is just the only thing that fits and I know it’s not a good situation.” 

 

 In contrast, Andrea, a math department chair in a suburban mid-Atlantic district, 

was not allowed input into teaching teams for her department.  She stated, “I have no 

control over who ends up being put with those classes….they start to make the Special Ed 

schedule first, and then other departments kind of fall in line, and they’re just kind of 

randomly assigned.”  She elaborated, “I can’t say that I want special educator A to work 

with teacher one…if you’re assigned a standard course there’s a possibility that could end 

up being a co-taught course.”  Content area department chairs wanted to build strong 

teams, but were sometimes hampered by the special education department or by logistics.  

Furthermore, Gail, the English department chair, described a strategy of doing the least 

harm to the students when an ideal scenario was not possible.  She was forced to break up 

a co-teaching team that worked well together for logistical reasons from the special 

education department.  She explained the situation as she discussed it with the special 

education department chair:  

She’s like, “This is just the only thing that fits,” and I know it’s not a good 

situation, but it’s English 12, and we really wanna do a good job on the lower 

grades as they work up to the [standardized tests], and if it’s not the best thing in 

12, that’s kind of the least damage in English [because the standardized test 

occurs in eleventh grade]. 

 

 Both special and general education teachers described the challenges of setting up 

and participating in co-teaching teams.  Linda, an English teacher, explained the problem 

with special education teachers being moved around constantly to different general 

education teachers:  

There are some challenges with co-teachers…there are certain co-teachers that are 
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kind of shuffled around from person to person because they’re difficult to work 

with…and that is something that we don’t necessarily have any say about…the in-

class support person that I’m working with is always assigned to me and I’m 

never really asked if that’s okay.  And I’ve worked with some great people; I’ve 

worked with some really challenging people.  And I’ve never really worked with 

anybody more than once, aside from one person.  So we’re not really given the 

change to build a relationship or build a teaching style with that person.  And then 

that person’s gone the next year and then somebody new is just sort of handed to 

us…that makes it tough for everybody.  For the content area teacher to sort of be 

saddled with this person, and then I’m sure for the special ed. teacher who keeps 

getting moved every year to different grade levels. 

 

She claimed general education teachers asked to stay with the same teacher and have time 

to plan with the team teachers, “because you don’t build great co-teachers overnight.  We 

need to have the time to be able to gel and to work together.”  The lack of planning time 

and constant switching of team teachers frustrated Linda, leading her to tell her 

department chair, “I need a break from co-teaching.  I need to just be on my own this 

year.”  Meredith, an English teacher from the same school as Linda, described a possible 

reason administrators might change teaching teams:  

If you have somebody you’ve worked really well with and you express that to the 

department head, sometimes you’ll get to stay with that person.  Some teams have 

been together for years.  Sometimes the department head will see you as 

somebody who’s good at in-class support and good at helping new special ed. 

teachers learn more about how we do in-class support in our district, so he’ll 

continuously pair you up with new people to help them kind of get adjusted 

because you’ve been so successful with it. 

 

 Rachel, a special education teacher in Auburn County, described a time in her 

department when “we had a team that was thrown together, and it’s kind of like that co-

teaching experience where it’s a marriage.  You have to learn to deal with each other.”  

Jessica, another special education teacher from Auburn County, concurred:  

You can’t have an effective team teaching situation if you’re constantly changing 

the subject matter that the Special Ed person is expected to learn and changing the 

teachers.  So maybe I’m teaching World [History] I this year and next year, but 

with two different [general education history] teachers, it’s different.  You have to 
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develop a relationship, and you have to learn the material. 

 

Jessica added, “Special ed. always seems to be an afterthought.”   

 Administrators, department chairs, and teachers found setting up co-teaching 

teams to be a challenge.  Both special and general education teachers found the team 

dynamics of co-teaching teams to be important and were frustrated when they were not 

allowed to work with the same co-teacher to develop a strong professional relationship.  

Teachers depended on administrators to set them up for success or frustration based on 

their teaching teams.  This subjective factor involved administrators knowing their 

teachers well enough to create matches of skill and personality to foster a working 

relationship so the team could help students achieve. 

 Almost half the administrators interviewed discussed team dynamics of 

collaborative teams as a component of their decision-making process, and both 

department chairs spoke about team dynamics as an important decision factor when 

distributing teaching assignments.  Overall, teachers found professional learning 

communities to be important and useful, when effective.  Similar to administrators, 

teachers compared co-teaching teams between special education and general education 

teachers to marriage.  Administrators and department chairs found creating strong teams 

to be a challenge, and both teachers and administrators were frustrated if teams were 

changed so often they could not create a strong professional relationship. 

 Teacher preference.  Teacher preference is defined as courses the teacher 

requested.  All eight administrators who participated in the ranking listed teacher 

preference as fifth or higher of seven; however, the one department chair who 

participated in the ranking listed teacher preference second, higher than any 
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administrator.  Teacher preference was a decision factor for all but one of the 

administrators interviewed, both department chairs, and all but one of the teachers.  

Administrators sought teacher preferences via email or in person, asking teachers to fill 

out a form listing their desired courses.   

 In some cases, administrators asked for teachers’ top three preferred courses and 

tried to give at least one of those to each teacher.  Charles, a principal in a rural Southern 

district, pointed out teachers sometimes would ask to teach a course where there was an 

opening, “so we would try to accommodate them as much as possible.”  Patricia, an 

assistant principal, also discussed matching teachers to their passions: “The reason that is 

a consideration in teaching assignments is that trying to make sure those teachers have 

the ability to do those match with preferences that they love and are known for, that 

comes first, kind of.”  Another assistant principal, Sharon, stated,  

I think teachers are…given a choice.  They’re given a voice in selecting what they 

want to teach.  I think that we probably 90% of the time, it goes along the 

schedule that they preferred.  So they’re comfortable teaching what they are 

assigned.  They are prepared to teach what they’re assigned.   

 

 Principal Charles ranked teacher preference fifth in order of importance out of the 

seven decision factors; he explained, “teacher preference matters, but I’m reminded of 

our sixth grade math teacher who was not happy about moving to our campus and wound 

up loving it.  Change is scary, but it often leads to better things.”  Matt, a suburban 

principal, indicated the potential conflict between the teacher preference and best fit 

decision factors: “I’d say we have some work to do because we continue to put teachers 

in situations that they prefer as opposed to what’s maybe best for the school.”  

Administrators considered giving teachers at least one preferred course a priority but 

balanced that with other information on the teachers and the classes. 
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 Both department chairs talked about honoring teacher preferences whenever 

possible.  Gail stated, “we ask them to give us their ideal schedule and we kind of use that 

once we get our numbers to sort of try to keep people as happy as possible, if they’re 

doing well at the grade level.”  She added, “we respect people’s preferences.”  Andrea, a 

math department chair, explained, “we offer three classes that are required for graduation.  

So I have my teachers teach those classes and what are preference one, two and three.”  

 All but one teacher reported being asked to fill out a preference form.  Megan, a 

world language teacher in Auburn County, explained,  

 you get to pick your top three or four courses that you would like to teach in an 

ideal world.  And then usually you end up getting at least one of your top two or 

both. And that way it’s kind of fair to everyone in the department, because 

everyone usually getting at least something that they want. 

 

Jessica, a special education teacher also in Auburn County, concurred: “it’s a piece of 

paper that we fill out with our top three preferences in order and then we just submit it.  

And they always say you’re not guaranteed to get any of these but we try.”  English 

teacher Meredith received “an informal e-mail that asks if there’s any changes you’d like 

to make for next year, or if there’s a class that you’re interested in teaching, to let [the 

department chair] know.”   

 Teacher preference was a decision factor in the teaching assignment process 

common to nearly all participants.  Administrators or department chairs asked for teacher 

preferences via email or verbally and attempted to honor requests.  For administrators 

who solicited requests, teacher preference was an objective decision factor. 

 Data.  Data are defined here as standardized test scores, IB scores, or AP scores 

linked to a teacher.  Two administrators ranked data fifth and four others ranked it sixth 

of the seven decision factors.  One department chair ranked it last, explaining her 
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school’s scores were generally very good overall.  Data were a factor in teaching 

assignment decisions that held more importance overall for the two rural administrators 

than for suburban or urban administrators.  This was an objective, though complex and 

nuanced, decision factor for administrators to consider.   

 Charles, a principal in a rural Southern district, described data as driving the 

teaching assignment process for the purpose of raising standardized test scores:  

I think testing is going to drive a lot of where our teachers are placed because we 

want the most bang for our buck. If we’re going to be evaluated for that, we 

definitely want our best teachers there…if I have someone who’s a really strong 

writing teacher, they’re going to teach the grades where we’re tested in writing, 

and the same thing with math and science and social studies as well. 

 

Despite describing the importance of data in staffing, Charles ranked data as the third to 

last item of importance in distributing teaching assignments, commenting, “I know I 

should be more data driven, but I place more value on fit and teamwork than numbers.” 

 Similarly, Jeff, a rural assistant principal, explained that at his school, 

administrators assigned teachers based on data in order to boost standardized test scores 

in core subject areas: 

[Administrators] spent a lot more time recently, especially in math, science and 

English, looking at test scores from the previous year, and using those to help us 

determine who should go where. So we will take a look at student performance 

that’s broken down by test scores to decide who’s going to be teaching which 

particular section. 

 

He complained about having more data than administrators have time to analyze.  In 

contrast, test scores at some of the larger suburban districts were extremely high, so 

standardized test scores did not factor as much into suburban administrators’ decisions.   

 Matt, a principal of a diverse suburban school in Auburn County, discussed the 

complications of using data without other considerations:  
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Here’s where you have to be guarded as a principal, because you can use all these 

scores to drive the instruction machine, but there’s so many nuances with scores 

that you have to be careful…we have this influx of diversity that’s occurring at 

the school that we have to be mindful of as well.  You have to take that into 

consideration as well when you look at just test scores.   

 

Gail, an English department chair in Auburn County, discussed her school’s use of data 

to inform teaching assignments but clarified, “I can’t recall anyone being taken off of a 

level because they were getting bad grades or giving a lot of bad grades.”  She described 

adjusting class sizes to focus on the testing year: “we also reduce our English 11 team to 

regular sizes, just so they can focus more on getting the kids ready” for standardized 

tests.   

 Two administrators recounted working with teachers to help them improve before 

moving them to a different course.  Humanities director Erica described a teacher who 

was struggling with his AP course; his scores were low and the rigor of the course was a 

challenge.  Her solution was collaborative and allowed him to improve: 

What I ended up doing was, we’re in a five-district partnership with five other 

urban districts, so we connected him with a teacher in a nearby town, and we 

arranged comp time for them to do this during the school day to meet up.  He 

went over and did some observations, so that actually really helped.   

 

Similarly, Andrew, an Auburn County assistant principal, told a story about an AP 

teacher with whom he had an extended dialogue about the discrepancy between her AP 

scores and her students’ grades and the other AP teachers’ scores and grades.  He said,  

you give the teacher a heads up, like, “Look, this is what I’m concerned about.  

Your kids are not learning…when I hear Ds and Fs, I say the kids aren’t 

learning.”…So then…you provide resources for the teacher, whether it’s peer 

observations, your own observation, having them planning together in their CT, 

common rubrics, or even like we had the district professional development as 

well, and then mentor them.  So it’s a series of conversations, there’s discourse 

that goes over months.  

 

Andrew believed in helping teachers improve before changing their schedule:  
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You’re looking for improvement…you want them to become a better teacher, 

you—that’s the best scenario for everybody is if they improve.  So the end 

conversation…after all that data, after all these conversations, after all this 

professional development, it’s still not effected change or improvement, then I’d 

have that conversation with them, with the department chair—usually both of 

us—and just say, “Look, this is what’s best for kids and this is why we’re doing 

it.”   

 

 In contrast, Erica, the humanities director, insisted, “I can’t think of an occurrence 

where I’ve had someone where we haven’t been able to come up with some kind of plan 

to help them improve.”  Administrators were willing to change teachers’ assignments if 

they were unsuccessful based on test scores, but they expressed a desire to give teachers 

time and resources to help them improve before making changes. 

 Administrators discussed data as a factor but recognized that student 

demographics affected test scores, so most were careful not to give test scores significant 

weight when making teaching assignment decisions.  Those in rural schools seemed 

likely to assign their best teachers to their tested courses.  Administrators believed in 

helping teachers improve before changing their teaching assignments based on data.  

Although some teachers discussed standardized testing in general, they did not mention 

data directly as a teaching assignment decision factor. 

 Parent input.  Parent input is defined as feedback from parents, positive or 

negative, about a teacher.  All administrators who responded to the request to rank 

decision factors ranked this last, and one department chair ranked it sixth of the seven 

decision factors.  Three administrators discussed employing parent feedback or prior 

experiences with students’ families when distributing teaching assignments.  An urban 

administrator explained that she did not receive much parent input, but both rural and 

suburban administrators considered parent input.  This factor could be a subjective one as 
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it relied on parent feedback or requests.    

 Jeff, the assistant principal in a rural mid-Atlantic district, stated,  

I don’t allow parents to request teachers.  That’s just, never. Absolutely no, but a 

parent can request a teacher or say that we don’t want to be with a teacher, but if 

we know some things, sometimes we may make a change like that, just because 

the juice isn’t worth the squeeze, you know? 

 

He also discussed reviewing student rosters: “we also do a little bit of, hey, review the 

roster really quickly because you just never know.  Maybe you had an older brother or 

sister, and now you have a blood feud with the parents.”  A suburban administrator said, 

“we’ve actually taken feedback from parents, almost like a survey.”   

 While parent input did not seem to be a priority in teaching assignment 

distribution, it was a factor for some administrators.  Teachers did not mention parent 

input as a teaching assignment decision factor. 

 The seven decision factors described by administrators in order of priority were 

certification, best fit, teacher experience and quality (perceived as seniority by teachers), 

team dynamics, teacher preference, data, and parent input.  Administrators considered 

these factors when making teaching assignment decisions.  Teachers discussed their 

perceptions of all these factors save data and parent input when explaining the teaching 

assignment process.  Some of these factors, like certification, teacher experience, teacher 

preference, and data, were objective, while best fit, teacher quality, team dynamics, and 

parent input were quite subjective.  In some cases, administrators discussed certain 

decision factors in interviews but ranked them fairly low in importance.  Several stressed 

the importance of data in interviews and even discussed placing strong teachers in testing 

courses, but all ranked data last.  In addition, many of the highly-ranked decision factors 

were subjective in nature and based on administrator opinions, observations, and 
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perceptions of teachers. 

 Administrator philosophy.  Philosophies were beliefs about how the teaching 

assignment process should be conducted, embedded in administrators’ beliefs about 

leadership and pedagogy.  Philosophies could be seen as rationales for the decision 

factors discussed previously.  Administrator philosophies and teacher perceptions of 

those philosophies are essential components of the teaching assignment process to 

examine.  Administrators had varied philosophies on how to distribute teaching 

assignments.  Most administrators and department chairs believed all teachers should 

teach a balance of different level classes, but they believed their teachers preferred to 

teach honors classes.  Some recounted keeping assignments consistent from year to year, 

while others described moving teachers around to prevent staleness.  Several 

administrators explained a policy in which they expected teachers to do what they were 

asked and buy into the school’s philosophy or leave for a different school.  All talked 

about trying to make everyone happy via teaching assignments, as they felt this improved 

teacher retention and quality of instruction. 

 Assignment balance.  Administrators and department chairs all described creating 

a balance of assignments for their teachers.  They wanted a blend of honors and regular 

courses for all, relating this philosophy to fairness and equity for their teachers.   

 Matt, a principal, said, “you try to kind of create that balance where you might be 

teaching two or three honors, but you also might be teaching two or three sections of 

regular ninth grade English, for example.”  Assistant principal Beth agreed: “there are 

some teachers who would prefer to teach the upper levels and there are some teachers 

who would prefer to teach the lower levels, but I think you have to have a balance.”  She 
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wanted to honor teacher preferences, but she felt “if they know upfront look, this is fair 

for everybody,” that fairness helped keep teachers happy with the process.  

 Andrew, an assistant principal, connected assignment balance to teacher 

workload, stating he liked to “spread the wealth a little bit” because “we don’t want 

somebody to have four APs because of the amount you’re grading.”  One urban 

administrator explained she would honor requests to teach all regular or college prep 

courses, but not requests to teach all honors.  In contrast, Sharon, an assistant principal in 

a suburban mid-Atlantic district, stated,  

we want our best teachers teaching our most struggling kids.  But then, you don’t 

want to burn out your best teachers with just having them teach all low level 

classes.  So, we really try to do a combination, to get people everything they 

want…we really try to spread it out.   

 

 Andrea, a math department chair, discussed a strategy of asking each teacher in 

her department to teach one of the courses required for graduation to ensure equity 

throughout the department: 

We offer three classes that are required for graduation.  So I have my teachers 

teach those classes…and then they also identify a couple of higher level classes 

that they would be interested in teaching.  But that is departmental wide, there’s 

no school policy on that. 

 

She always taught one of those courses as well and assigned herself to the team she felt 

needed the most support each year.  Andrea said of Algebra I, “I understand it’s not an 

easy class to teach.  And that’s also why I think it’s important that I teach it, because then 

I’m in the trenches with my teachers.”  She acknowledged sometimes that equity in 

teaching assignments was difficult to achieve: “I think again the challenge goes back to 

the equity, and as much as I would love to have everybody teach a standard class, when it 

doesn’t work out that way then people are like, ‘Well you said X, but look at somebody 
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who is doing Y.’”  

 Megan, a world language teacher, explained how teaching assignments were 

fairly distributed in her school: teachers requested their preferences, “and then usually 

you end up getting at least one of your top two or both.  And that way it’s kind of fair to 

everyone in the department, because everyone usually gets at least something that they 

want.”   

 Fairness in teaching assignment distribution seemed important to some teachers 

and was a philosophy for administrators and department chairs who preferred giving all 

teachers both honors and regular courses in their schedules.   

 Preference for honors.  Several administrators and department chairs discussed 

their teachers preferring to teach honors or other advanced level courses.  Teachers 

described the differences between honors and regular courses but did not claim to prefer 

honors.  Department chairs and teachers both recounted the resentment occurring in 

departments toward teachers who were assigned courses perceived as more valuable.   

 Patricia, an Auburn County assistant principal, explained why she believed 

teachers wanted honors courses:  

Honors kids are often, at least in our school, tremendously compliant.  They do 

homework, they sit up, they come to school, they’re in attendance every day, so 

it’s a popular kind of level to teach.  They’re easy to engage…and oftentimes you 

don’t necessarily have the pressures of the AP, which you have to your syllabus 

approved by the College Board, you have to meet all these qualifications, and you 

have this external—publicized performance of your students at the end of the 

year. 

 

Matt, an Auburn County principal, explained that by stratifying students in courses of 

different levels,  

We’ve also stratified our teachers where our teachers only wanna do the upper 

level kids and that’s created some I think animosity within departments…I think 
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that stratification has hurt a little bit in terms of who’s left in regular education 

now, typically can be lower functioning kids, because parents have used that 

[honors classes] as a way to get [their kids] away from those [lower functioning] 

kids…the byproduct has been teachers saying “I just wanna teach honors.”  

Really again I think we need our best teachers teaching our most challenging kids. 

 

 Patricia elaborated on what she expected from teachers who teach honors courses: 

“the creativity, the innovation, the use of technology, the participatory, engaging kind of 

classrooms that I want for everybody, but especially for honors kids.”  She explained that 

she kept a teacher with regular history classes whose instructional strategies included 

“lectures, and worksheets, and traditional kind of stuff.”  For administrators, teachers 

wanting honors classes caused problems, as students in “regular” classes still need to be 

taught.  Patricia explained one of her challenges with a specific team of teachers: “my 

World History I team loves honors, want to teach honors kids, wants to teach the kids 

who perceive themselves as honors kids, and that’s the biggest struggle.  So, I have two 

sections of World History non-teamed,” so she had to have individual conversations with 

the teachers she wanted to take those regular classes.  She emailed a teacher who was 

recovering from surgery to ask her to teach a section of regular world history, and the 

teacher became very upset.  Patricia described the teacher’s reaction and her own feelings 

about the teacher’s preference to teach honors:  

It was like just a shock to her—it was just like, oh, this is a slap in the face that I 

would even consider that she would be adjusting her level from Honors to 

standard.  I’m sorry.  Boo, that was a shock to me that it was such a shock to 

her…it was just crazy to me that that distinction—level distinction—between 

regular and honors was throwing people for such a loop. 

 

Administrators perceived teachers wanting to teach compliant, engaged students and 

therefore avoiding the “lower functioning” regular and teamed classes.  In most cases, 

this teacher preference went against administrators’ general philosophy of having the best 
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teachers working with the most at-risk students. 

 One department chair described how giving every teacher an honors class could 

result in larger workloads: 

 When I was very young, we had a department with little factions and a lot of 

animosity between factions and kind of a hands-off department chair.  We had 

some acrimonious meetings and for one year we tried an experiment where people 

said, we should all have a bright spot, and they considered teaching honors or AP 

the bright spot.  We want our schedule, everybody will have at least one AP or 

honors and they did that—and then people ended up having so many preps 

because of that, three or four preps just to give them one section. 

 

 Although administrators believed teachers preferred honors classes, the data did 

not demonstrate this directly: teachers did not explicitly claim to personally prefer 

honors.  Teachers did, however, discuss the difference between honors and regular 

students.  One teacher explained the class size difference between honors and regular 

classes was based on student behavior: 

We just know that if we’re teaching honors level classes that those class sizes are 

gonna be at least a 30 or above.  But on the other side of the spectrum, having 

been, you know, teaching general ed. classes as well, I’d much rather have my 

gen. ed. classes at 24, 25, which is what we’ve been able to maintain, and have, 

you know, our honors teachers take on the bigger class sizes since there’s not as 

much of a behavioral issue in those classes. 

 

Megan, a Spanish teacher in Auburn County, described student behavior in Spanish 1 

classes, stating,  

the lowest level Spanish is something that a lot of teachers don’t like to teach.  So 

a lot of times the new teachers will get stuck with Spanish 1.  A lot of times in 

Spanish 1 there’s also some behavior issues simply because the kids are immature 

and/or they’re just not trained in how to study a language.  And so since that can 

be more challenging they like to give that to the new teachers.  So that they learn 

how to deal with behavior and establish good study skills with them. 

 

Auburn County English teacher Kelly concurred regarding student behavior in regular or 

general education classes versus honors: “it is challenging to interact with students who 
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curse you out frequently and have no interest in being there.”  Cathy, another Auburn 

County English teacher from the same school as Kelly agreed, claiming, “a lot of people 

do like to teach the honors level courses because generally speaking there’s no behavior 

issues.” 

 Department chairs had a slightly different view of the preference for honors.  

Andrea, a math department chair, described other variations between honors and regular 

classes, comparing the difficulties of each:  

There are advantages and disadvantages to both ends of the spectrum.  Algebra 1 

is hard maybe day in and day out, but the kids aren’t as needy.  When you’re 

teaching honors trig you’ve got kids in your room before school, after school.  

The kids are just a lot easier.  And you have to plan a lot more for honors trig then 

you do for Algebra 1.  

 

Gail, an Auburn County English department chair claimed her teachers were not as 

insistent about teaching honors:  

We don’t even have a lot of conflict where I know at other schools, people are all 

trying to get the higher level classes, and we don’t see that much of that.  I had 

one teacher who only wants honors and they said they’d deal if they ever get 

regular, but in general, people are pretty happy with their blend and their number 

of student preps. 

 

 Resentment occasionally occurred within departments, based on who taught 

advanced academic courses.  English department chair Gail explained,  

we’ve always tried to move people up to the more choices things, like if you 

consider teaching AP to be a more a high value thing.  Kinda move people up 

from inside, where in the past, they hired people in to do stuff, which sometimes 

caused resentment. 

 

Two teacher participants from a different school in Auburn County described how 

resentment could arise between teachers from the teaching assignment process and 

teachers’ preference for honors courses and students.  English teacher Kelly explained 

her administrators set a policy “that everyone is expected to teach an on-level class and 
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an advanced-level class.”  Yet, she claimed,  

the reality is that that’s not the case.  So, again, I think it leads to a feeling of resentment 

for the people who have the regular classes and don’t like it.  I mean, I was fortunate that 

I generally didn’t mind those classes.  ‘Cause I had some pleasant team teaching 

experiences.  But I think that some members of the department feel resentment.  

 

She added, “I do get that there would be resentment, weirdly, if I were teaching all 

advanced senior classes.  That is, I think, a very desirable schedule, you know?”  English 

teacher Cathy pointed to the status around teaching AP or IB courses which could explain 

other teachers’ resentment: 

The IB courses tend to have a certain sort of like cachet about them.  Whether 

that’s something that happens because those of us that teach it are so 

overwhelmed with the amount of work it’s all we can think about and all we can 

talk about.  That’s probably part of it. 

 

Some teachers believed there was a prestige associated with teaching advanced courses 

that made other teachers resent those assigned to them.  Although a balance of courses 

seemed to be planned, it did not always work out that way for all teachers.    

 Some teachers did enjoy or even prefer teaching regular classes.  English teacher 

Rebecca’s favorite class was a remedial one:  

What I loved, loved, loved to teach was a remedial level English class that was 

small enough that I didn’t have to have in class support.  So like I would have 

kids who were classified as Special Ed in the class but there weren’t enough of 

them where we later had to be an in class support teacher.  So I loved it when I 

had a general ed class that was like a mix but it was only like nine students.  That 

was my favorite. 

 

Similarly, Kelly, an English teacher, said she “generally didn’t mind those classes.  

‘Cause I had some pleasant team teaching experiences.” 

 Teachers saw definite differences in the students in regular and honors classes, 

with some describing regular students as unmotivated and badly behaved; however, 

several teachers preferred to teach regular or remedial courses over honors.  Teachers 
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also recognized advantages and disadvantages to both types of courses.  Administrators 

and department chairs viewed teacher preference for honors as a challenge in the teaching 

assignment process that could result in animosity between teachers.  Their philosophy of 

providing a balanced schedule of both honors and regular courses seemed to be an 

attempt to ameliorate the problems that could occur over teacher preference for honors 

courses.  

 Consistency, workload, and stress reduction.  Five administrators and both 

department chairs described a philosophy of minimizing the number of preparations they 

gave teachers; essentially, this meant giving them one or two different courses to teach.  

Several participants spoke about consistency as a philosophy and connected consistency 

to reducing teacher stress and conflict.   

 Erica, a humanities director, said she tried to keep  

the number of preps and the consistency the same so that teachers are pretty much 

getting the same assignments…I like keeping it consistent for people.  Unless 

again if they’ve indicated otherwise, if they need a change or they have a new 

elective.  So I know how hard I—because I haven’t been in the classroom in a few 

years, I just feel like teaching just keeps getting more complicated.  We throw 

more requirements on people, more stress.  So I like to try to think that this is one 

thing where I'm hopefully reducing the stress.   

 

Charles, a principal in a small rural southern school, agreed:  

I think for the most part you ride along with the status quo.  If someone has been 

teaching this for the last ten years, unless I’ve got a really good reason to change 

it, I’m not going to.  It’s traumatic for teachers because they have such buy-in to 

it, and now all of a sudden they’re saying, “I don’t need to teach my class?  But 

I’ve been doing this for 20 years and I’ve got all my lesson plans done.”  Change 

can be good, but you might definitely be fighting a battle there, especially in small 

schools when you’re trying to shuffle people around.   

 

Likewise, Jeff, an assistant principal in a rural mid-Atlantic school, described keeping 

teachers in similar courses each year “because I know how hard it is to prepare material 
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to deliver in a good and effective way, and familiarity is really important.”  Assistant 

principal Patricia agreed: “we don’t want those people to have to put in work, and work 

on being collaborative, and doing all that preparation, common preparation things on 

multiple teams, so we try to keep them on one level.”  Andrea, a math department chair, 

took consistency into consideration: “we also want to make sure that people don’t have 

all brand new preps every single year.”  Similarly, Gail, an English department chair, 

discussed consistency in relation to professional learning communities:   

Now for the most part, people sort of have just a consistent thing year after year.  

They may have a different number of sections of things, but we sort of specialize 

in our grade, again, because we work so much with our teams that we wanna sort 

of stick with those teams that we’ve built. 

 

Some administrators and both department chairs considered consistency important from 

year to year in distributing teaching assignments as they felt it reduced teacher workload 

and stress.   

 Assistant principal Andrew spoke specifically about giving new teachers as few 

preps as possible, “even if it means that they get one prep, an experienced teacher gets 

three—even though that sounds unfair, it’s not as far I’m concerned, as far as a new 

teacher.”  He addressed classroom space and floating (teaching in a number of different 

classrooms) in relation to new teachers, explaining,  

we had a new teacher this year and she got one prep in the same room all day and 

no one was in her room during her planning time.  I think you really have to set 

up the new teacher to succeed their first year.  At least give them a year before 

you throw them to the wolves, but you know, where they have one prep, one 

room, and they have their own room for their planning periods…and if anybody’s 

floating, it’s gonna be a veteran or a department chair.   

 

  Two teachers described the importance of workload to their administrators: 

Megan’s administrator took workload into account when she did not give Megan her 
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desired course, Spanish IV, because she had recently had a baby.  She explained,  

since I was pumping for at least two months like September and October, my 

department chair and I, we kind of both agreed that it might be easier for me to 

take on just I and III and not IV, because IV…it’s a lot more work.  Like it’s a lot 

more reading and it’s a lot more writing, because their essays are longer. 

 

Caroline, a science teacher, agreed: “our department chair does not give you more than 

two preps.  She does not want anybody to have three preps.  So that’s one of the reasons 

why I have pretty much maintained what I’ve got, just because the numbers wouldn’t 

have worked.”  Similarly, Andrea, a math department chair, said, “we also want to make 

sure that people don’t have all brand new preps every single year.”  Teachers recognized 

some administrators took workload into account when distributing teaching assignments. 

 Several teachers reported consistency as a philosophy their administrators used in 

distributing teaching assignments.  English teacher Rebecca said, “instead of starting 

from scratch every year, I think they at least start with the schedule from the year before 

and look at what wasn’t a problem and leave that as it is.”  Caroline, a science teacher, 

concurred: “generally if you have been doing something, unless you say, ‘I’m done, I 

want out,’ you’re going to keep doing what you’ve been doing.”  Similarly, one 

department chair explained, “for the most part, people sort of have just a consistent thing 

year after year.”   

 Administrators and department chairs believed consistency and fewer 

preparations would help reduce teachers’ workload and stress, so they employed that 

philosophy in the teaching assignment process.  Several administrators attempted to set 

novice teachers up for success by keeping their workload to a minimum via teaching 

assignments, and some teachers believed consistency was a philosophy administrators 

employed in distributing teaching assignments.  
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 Shake it up.  In contrast to consistency, three administrators and one department 

chair employed a philosophy of change to prevent staleness in teachers, and most 

administrators discussed making changes to teaching assignments if they felt it was 

necessary based on student needs.   

 Matt, a principal, stated, “our classrooms that really struggled from the last year, 

we try to make some difficult decisions and make some changes for those folks.”  

Another principal, Charles, explained, “if someone’s not performing where we were, then 

you have something to change…is this person helping the district, hurting the district, are 

we okay riding along with where we are.”  Andrea, a math department chair who 

previously discussed keeping workload manageable through consistency, also mentioned 

making changes to prevent staleness.  She thought about “what teachers have taught in 

previous years because we like to make sure that people aren’t getting stagnant when 

they’ve taught the same courses for 15 years.”  Likewise, Patricia, an assistant principal, 

wanted to  

shake it up…if you keep doing the same thing, same thing, it’s hard to create 

some innovation, some liveliness, some creativity in that same thing if you do it 

the same way.  So, we—my department chair sent out, what would you like to 

teach next year…If you were teach something that wasn’t your first choice, where 

would you feel comfortable breaking away from that?   

 

However, Patricia also described a situation where a teacher was very upset by her 

teaching assignment being changed to teaching regular courses rather than honors:  

She was crying in my office.  “Have I not done a good job this year?”  I said, “It’s 

not that.  I just need to find a fabulous person for these kids, too.”  And she’s like, 

“Maybe I could teach one.”  I said, “Okay, well, let me go back to the drawing 

board.”…She’s so devoted to the honors curriculum.  She’s so great with them.  

I’m not going to do it to her because she’d be just—and I’m not going to do it to 

kids ‘cause I think I would be having honors kids get less of an experience if they 

weren’t able to be with her, and her regular kids, that would just add too much 

stress to her life. 
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 Two teachers discussed being moved as a way to improve on a bad experience 

from a previous year.  Cathy, an English teacher, believed administrators might make 

changes if a teacher had a difficult experience: “if a teacher had a particularly horrendous 

year in some fashion or another with one level or if things didn’t go very well I would 

imagine that would be taken into consideration.”  Another English teacher from the same 

school, Kelly, agreed: “if your assignment has not worked out well—so if you’re team-

teaching with somebody this year and it was a bumpy road or you didn’t have a pleasant 

experience, then, by all means, they usually work to separate you.”  Some teachers felt 

administrators made assignment changes to benefit teachers who had bad experiences or 

teaming difficulties. 

 Some administrators and department chairs felt changing teaching assignments 

was a way to “shake it up,” bringing innovation and creativity to classrooms through 

change.  They also made changes if teachers were not successful with a particular 

assignment.  Teachers believed administrators changed teaching assignments if a teacher 

had a difficult experience with a course.   

 Get on board or get out.  Three administrators described a more extreme 

philosophy of “get on board or get out.”  This was only seen in one large school district 

which facilitated transfer between its schools if teachers wanted to work elsewhere.   

 Matt, a principal in Auburn County, said, “I want folks to be on board, but if 

you’re not on board, go look somewhere else.”  He told his staff,    

this is the direction we’re going and these are the things that we’re gonna do and 

if you’re on board, great.  I’d love to have you.  If you’re not on board, let’s have 

a conversation and see if I can convince you to stay, and if I can’t, let’s find a 

home for you to go to.   
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Andrew, an Auburn County assistant principal, explained that if a struggling teacher did 

not improve, he would have a conversation with that teacher about leaving: “if you want 

to go, go, but this is what we’re doing that’s best for kids.”  He made sure teachers 

received their schedules before the district’s staffing transfer date, so teachers could leave 

if they wanted.  Patricia, another Auburn County assistant principal, agreed, stating her 

attitude toward teachers who were not happy: “I’m not putting their needs at the top of 

my priorities.  They get what they get.  They’ve got a job here.  We’ve tried to say look 

around, do something else, and they’re still here.”   

 Administrators from the same large district, Auburn County, which had an 

internal transfer process and many high schools, were the only ones to express this “get 

on board or get out” philosophy.  Administrators seemed to feel teachers were able to go 

elsewhere if they did not buy in to their schools’ overall vision or if they did not like their 

teaching assignment. 

 Making everyone happy.  Seven administrators described trying to please 

everyone as a philosophy and a major challenge of the teaching assignment process.  

They seemed to view giving teachers at least some preferred courses as a way to make 

them happy, and equated happy teachers with teacher retention and better instruction.  

 Assistant principal Patricia explained it was the nature of educators to want to 

make everyone happy:  

Oh, in education we like to please people.  We want to make people happy.  If 

nobody in my building wants to teach World History II, that’s a tough thing.  

Somebody’s got to.  So there are—you can’t please everybody, that’s one 

challenge. 

 

Principal Matt felt, “you want happy teachers, and so you run the risk of alienating folks 

if you don’t give some preferences to what some folks want…happy teachers make better 
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teachers.”  Andrew, an assistant principal, agreed:  

You want happy employees.  You want people teaching what they want to teach 

‘cause the kids will pick up on that and the kids see that right away if you have 

that passion.  So ideally, you want them teaching what they want to teach, where 

there—what their passion is, so—sometimes it just doesn’t work out that way.   

 

 Patricia believed the teachers in her building who were not happy would never be 

happy and seemed to hope they would leave the school for another:  

I think that we have probably—out of 150 teachers, probably five or so that aren’t 

happy.  And they may not be happy with their schedule, they’re probably just not 

that happy people…nothing’s gonna make them happy…we’ve tried to say look 

around, do something else, and they’re still here.   

 

Beth, another assistant principal, believed part of the challenge was  

not all of the teachers who this impacts are at that table or part of all of these 

conversations.  So I kind of wish that some of the teachers maybe who don’t get 

staffing or think this is some secretive process, which it’s not—I feel like we need 

to have some of those teachers sitting at the table when we sit with our principal 

so they can see how complicated it is. 

 

 Sharon, an assistant principal, made a connection to teacher retention, explaining, 

“we want to retain teachers.  We want to keep them in our building.  We want them to be 

happy.”  Sharon felt that teachers in her building understood teaching assignment 

challenges “because they’re able to give their input, and they understand you just can’t 

get what you want.”  Matt, a principal, agreed: “I think giving everybody what they want.  

You just can’t do it.  It’s really trying to keep that in perspective as you’re building your 

master schedule.”  A rural school administrator, Jeff, felt that if a teacher felt miserable, it 

was worth making a change to that teacher’s schedule; he added,  

I don’t want people to think they can misbehave their way into getting what they 

want, but at the same time it’s not good for anybody if someone who’s just 

miserable is teaching something that they don’t want to teach.   

 

 Assistant principal Andrew concurred, describing a situation when he offered a 
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teacher a course he believed she wanted based on previous conversations.  She was upset 

about the change, so he switched her schedule:  

I mean she would do it if we asked her to, of course, she’s a nice person, but I 

could tell she wasn’t—work-wise, she just didn’t want to do it, so I was like, 

“Okay.”  So we changed it and gave it to a teacher who wanted to do it.  But she 

was experienced, she’s been here forever—11 years and taught for 20-some 

years—she said that in the past and so we always thought—so she got first crack 

at it.  I’ll just put it that way.  And she deserved—she earned the right to say no.  

So—so she said no and we went to another teacher who wanted to teach it, so it 

was fine.  But yeah, we did change it based off her reaction.  She—even though 

she originally wrote it on her wish list ‘cause you had to—she didn’t want to do it, 

so.  A lot of stuff was going on her in life, I think, at home and she wanted to keep 

the same prep she had and didn’t want to change it, so we accommodated that, 

yeah. 

 

 Teachers knew it was impossible to make everyone happy with their teaching 

assignments.  One teacher, Rebecca, underlined the difficulty of attempting to make 

everyone happy.  She felt sympathy for her administrators because she knew it was 

impossible to accomplish, stating, “I totally understand that her job was a nightmare too. 

I know there’s no easy solution to scheduling.”  She added,  

I sympathize with the administration because I know there’s no way they can 

make everybody happy because it’s like some people love having off in the 

morning and some people hate having off in the morning.  And some people love 

to teach honors; some people hate to teach honors.  So you’re not like a mind 

reader, so it could be really hard to please everyone. 

 

Cathy, an English teacher, agreed, explaining that she would never want to be an 

administrator in part because of the difficulty of distributing teaching assignments: 

I think anytime you are trying to accommodate a lot of people and put people, 

kind of fit people into place like puzzle pieces, not everyone is going to be a 

perfect fit and not everybody is going to be happy.  So I think that’s probably the 

biggest challenge is just the personality factors and just trying to balance people’s 

personalities and storms that you know are going to blow up with trying to meet 

the needs of the students at our school and filling in all of those gaps effectively 

as possible.  It’s not a job I would ever want. 
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English teacher Meredith believed that her administration tried “to make you as happy as 

possible in what you’re doing.”  She elaborated, “the principal and the assistant principals 

are not the type of people who lead by fear or lead by making you feel that you’re not 

doing a good enough job.  They’re quick to tell you when you’re doing well, which is 

nice.”  Similarly, Cathy felt being asked her preference was a “courtesy,” and 

the department chair and administrator are trying to kind of keep all of the 

teachers at least reasonably happy with what they’re teaching because then if 

we’re miserable it’s just not a good way to—it doesn’t really inspire good quality 

learning when the teacher is bent out of shape all year long. 

 

 Teachers believed one of the most challenging aspects of distributing teaching 

assignments was attempting to make all teachers happy.  Like administrators, they 

equated happy teachers with better instruction.  Administrators wanted teachers to enjoy 

what they taught; they felt taking teacher preferences into account when distributing 

teaching assignments was one way to make teachers happy. 

 Metaphors.  Administrators used a common metaphor and several sayings to 

represent the teaching assignment process.  The most commonly used metaphor was that 

of a puzzle.  Two administrators and one department chair directly referred to the process 

using that metaphor.  Others described solving the puzzle and called the process a 

numbers game.  In addition, one administrator compared it to an NFL draft, presents, and 

fun.  About a third of the teachers and one department chair referred to the teaching 

assignment process as a mystery.  Teachers also spoke about the secrecy with which 

teachers’ assignments were treated.     

 Administrators commonly described the process as a puzzle.  Matt, a principal, 

explained,  

it’s putting a puzzle together.  You have all of these classes that need to get taught 
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and staff members who wanna do this, that, or the other thing and really trying to 

meet as many of those demands as you possible can, and that’s kind of where it 

starts. 

 

Charles, a principal of a small southern rural school, used the same metaphor: “it’s almost 

like a puzzle that you’re trying to fit all the pieces. You know, is this person certified to 

teach this one, but this one’s not, and how can I make that work?” 

 Two more administrators used the puzzle metaphor indirectly and enjoyed the 

process of sorting out the puzzle.  Jeff, an assistant principal at a rural school in the 

northeast, stated, “I actually like solving the problem of who goes where in the most 

effective and efficient way.”  A suburban administrator, Sharon, agreed: “I like really 

being creative, like, we have this many kids signed up.  Should we reduce the number of 

sections to get another one here?  Can we add another?”  Charles, the rural principal in 

the South, added that he liked the challenge of “trying to figure out who fit where, trying 

to put puzzle pieces together.”   

 Another metaphor used by administrators compared the teaching assignment and 

scheduling process to a “numbers game.”  Erica, an urban administrator, used the 

metaphor when she commented on trying to run electives:  

It really makes me sad when I can’t run electives for two reasons.  A, the kids 

have requested them, so they’re things obviously that they look forward to and 

they wanna do.  The other piece of that is I know because I loved it as a teacher I 

taught journalism, which is just like a passion of mine that I love.  So that is really 

sad and that’s literally just a numbers game.  I said I have x amount of teachers.  

My first priority is the class size of the core classes, and I can only do so much 

with that.   

 

Assistant principal Andrew similarly explained the director of guidance gives preliminary 

numbers to administrators, and then they can begin to figure out how many sections of 

each course they must distribute to their teachers.   
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 Patricia, an assistant principal in a suburban high school, used another metaphor.  

She claimed,  

it’s like presents.  It’s like fun.  It’s like school.  Every year, we get to try again.  

We get a new thing, new crop of kids, new subjects, new things.  I think it’s fun to 

think about the next time around, the next level, new opportunities. 

 

This administrator liked resetting schedules every year and providing teachers with new 

opportunities.  She also seemed to view teaching assignments as a method of recognition 

for a job well done by teachers in comparing them to presents.  To explain this, she said, 

“stroke your thoroughbreds and kick your donkeys.”  She elaborated, “if somebody’s 

doing an excellent job and that’s what they want to do…then I’m sure going to give them 

those classes.” 

 In addition, Patricia discussed the process carried out by one of her department 

chairs in a small department.  She compared that process of distributing teaching 

assignments to a game or to 

an NFL draft, where she lays—all the six Spanish teachers all sit around a table 

and…each card is color coded with a different color for the level of Spanish, 

whether it’s one, two, three, four, five, AP, Spanish for Fluent Speakers, those 

kind of things, and then the number of cards for the number of sections we have.  

And each person gets to go around and pick one, pick one, pick one, and then they 

trade like a little card game kind of thing…it’s really fun and it’s been very well 

received.  The first year they were a little tentative, but this year it was very well 

received, and people really kind of have their preferences for level, and number of 

preps.  Nobody wants five preps—and balance it out sometimes.  A level two with 

an AP, you have different challenges or intriguing kinds of things with teaching 

each of those things. 

 

Patricia was the only administrator to use a game or sports draft metaphor; she was also 

the only administrator to refer to the process as something fun and exciting. 

 Teachers and department chairs referred to the process as a mystery.  Kelly, a 

teacher, said, “occasionally I think the department chair will ask someone a question, like 
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‘Would you be okay with this even though it wasn’t on your list?’  But overall, I think 

it’s a kind of mysterious process.”  She explained that she was asked for a wish list “and 

then we don’t know what happens.”  In addition, she claimed, “it’s not really clear to me 

how much is the department chair’s say and how much is the assistant principal’s say, or 

even the principal.  But then towards the end of fourth quarter, we get told our classes for 

the following year.”  Cathy, a teacher at the same school, concurred: “all I do on my end 

is send in my top three preferences, and then everything else happens on the other side.” 

 Rebecca, a teacher, found the actual assignments to be something of a secret: “I 

feel like it’s always considered extremely sensitive, top secret information, what people 

were teaching.”  She added that due to her close relationship with her administrator,  

I feel like I knew more than I was supposed to.  And it was always very apparent 

to me that it was like, “You’re not allowed to tell any of the other teachers the 

stuff that you know.”  So it would be like all the other teachers would be under 

the impression that, “Nope, the schedule is still totally up in the air.”  But really 

they pretty much knew what people were going to be teaching but they didn’t 

want to tell people until the last possible second because they didn’t it want to be 

a problem if they had to change something. 

 

Gail explained that before she was English department chair, teachers were moved 

around fairly often: “it’s sort of just a mystery; you got this random schedule.”  Several 

teachers did not understand how assignments were distributed, and some believed 

administrators purposely hid their intentions.   

 In addition, Rebecca, an English teacher, described the process as “a juggling act” 

with “too many variables,” “too many moving pieces,” and “too many people.”  She felt 

the process was “very hard to manage.” 

 The puzzle metaphor was the only consistent metaphor used across 

administrators.  Four of the nine administrators used this term at some point during the 
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interview.  All administrators indirectly utilized the numbers game metaphor in 

describing the overall process of teaching assignment distribution and master schedule 

creation.  The metaphor of the teaching assignment process as “presents” was linked to 

the use of teaching assignments as rewards for teachers.  Teachers viewed the process as 

a mystery or a secret, and one described it as a juggling act.   

 Emotions.  Participants displayed a range of strong emotions around the teaching 

assignment process.  Most administrators had positive comments about their facilitation 

of the process, but some expressed dislike about this aspect of the job.  Department chairs 

expressed negative feelings.  Teachers’ feelings varied; some described the process as 

full of emotions.     

 Assistant principal Andrew stated, “I get pumped when you have teachers that are 

real passionate about something and they get to teach that and the kids are excited.”  

Similarly, Jeff, another assistant principal, explained that he liked  

the process of engaging with the teachers about who’s going to be doing what and 

how we do this, especially when teachers are doing exactly what they’re well 

equipped and designed to do.  When you know you have teachers in the right slot 

and everything is kind of synchronizing really well, that’s also a part of the 

process that I like.   

 

Several mentioned enjoying the act of fitting the puzzle pieces together.  Patricia called it 

fun and referenced the new opportunities each set of teaching assignments brings with a 

new school year.  In contrast, Charles, a principal, said scheduling was his least favorite 

task.  Erica, a humanities director, was most distressed by the numbers and trying to keep 

class sizes down: “I get a knot in my stomach when I’m…filling out my Excel file…our 

population keeps creeping up and there’s no sign of me getting new teachers.”   

 A number of administrators were empathetic about the process and seemed to 
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think like a teacher as they participated in the process.  This even extended to the 

physical classroom space distributed during the scheduling process.  Erica stated, “I like 

the challenge of making something easy for teachers because I feel like so much of 

teaching is so freaking difficult and so many expectations and so many things like that.  

So that’s what I like about scheduling.”  Assistant principal Andrew reminisced about 

when he was a beginning teacher “in four different rooms, two different floors, three 

preps.”  He claimed,  

I don’t know that our teachers know how nice they have it, so I’d love it if 

someone told them that, but they basically get their own room—not even 

basically.  Every one of my teachers in my three departments gets their own room, 

the same room all day, and they don’t—not only do they not have to travel 

themselves like on a cart, but they have very rarely—on a rare occasion—would 

anyone even use their room on their planning periods.   

 

Erica agreed: “we do have a few teachers who travel, which sucks.  I had to do that when 

I was new, too.  That sucks…it’s the newer teachers that have to travel.”  The 

administrators from the same large district spoke of making sure novice teachers did not 

have to travel, while administrators from other schools explained that more senior 

teachers did not travel.  Several administrators enjoyed the problem solving challenge of 

distributing teaching assignments, while others took pride in setting up teachers and 

students for success.  Some felt empathy toward teachers and attempted to make choices 

that would be helpful and reduce teacher stress. 

 One department chair said, “I don’t know if there’s anything I like about 

[distributing teaching assignments]. Honestly, it’s something I do because I have to do 

it.”  She elaborated,  

to me it’s a big puzzle, and I like kind of building the pieces together to allow the 

best chance for everybody to be successful, but there’s no way for me to do it 

without making people upset with me.  It’s one of my least favorite aspects of my 
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job.  I think it’s a really important aspect of my job.  Like I said nobody wants to 

teach Algebra I.  I’ve got to run 10 sections of Algebra I.  So I know I’m going to 

be making people unhappy. 

 

This department chair disliked distributing teaching assignments because she knew some 

of her teachers would be unhappy with the results. 

 Half the teachers interviewed revealed strong negative emotions surrounding the 

teaching assignment process.  Cathy summed it up when she said, “we have a big 

department and everyone has a lot of feelings.”  Kelly, a teacher in the same school, 

confirmed, “the schedule has a lot of emotions surrounding it.”  Rebecca, an English 

teacher in an urban district, explained,  

I think that’s why I always felt very strongly about what I was teaching, because I 

wanted to teach the things that I had figured out the best way to do it on my own.  

I didn’t want to start all over again with something that I didn’t know if I would 

be good at it or not. 

 

Other teachers were more positive about the process, and several were ambivalent, 

willing to teach whatever was given to them. 

 Teachers expressed strong emotions, both positive and negative, about the 

teaching assignment process and their administrators.  Some described the strong 

emotions surrounding the process in their departments.  Most administrators were proud 

when they were able to schedule teachers so they could teach to their strengths and their 

passion, but several actively disliked the process, along with both department chairs. 

 Summary of the teaching assignment process.  Administrators described their 

facilitation of the teaching assignment process in a number of ways.  Logistics and 

timeline were similar across all administrators.  Priorities varied by participant, but most 

examined certification, best fit, teacher experience and quality, team dynamics, teacher 

preference, and data in the process of distributing teaching assignments.  Philosophies 
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held by administrators varied.  Most believed in a balance of regular and honors courses 

for each teacher, though they found teacher preferences for honors courses made this 

philosophy challenging to implement.  Administrators either believed in scheduling with 

consistency or shaking it up, and several from one large district explained they expected 

teachers to “get on board or get out.”  Most wanted to make everyone happy but knew it 

was impossible to achieve.  Several experienced anxiety or disliked the entire process, 

seemingly because they did not like upsetting teachers.  Most administrators had positive 

things to say about distributing teaching assignments, enjoying the challenges it presented 

and expressing satisfaction with their choices, and some conveyed empathy for teachers 

through their description of the process.  Administrators used metaphors for the process 

including a puzzle, a numbers game, presents, and an NFL draft. 

 Department chairs occupy a space between that of administrator and teacher, 

sometimes acting as a go-between and often possessing much control over the teaching 

assignment process.  They expressed similar decision factors and philosophies as 

administrators, including teacher preference and assignment balance.  They focused 

heavily on team dynamics in their teaching assignment decisions and disliked the 

process.  Department chairs have a unique position in the distribution of teaching 

assignments that aligns closely with administrators. 

 Teachers expressed many emotions and opinions about the teaching assignment 

process.  They perceived administrators’ decision factors and priorities to include 

certification, best fit, seniority, team dynamics, and teacher preference.  They recognized 

such administrator philosophies as assignment balance and consistency.  Teachers 

reported colleagues experiencing strong emotions around teaching assignment 
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distribution and described resentment from other teachers over what were perceived as 

more valuable assignments.  They used the metaphor of a mystery or a secret and a 

juggling act when discussing the teaching assignment distribution process.   

Retention and Attrition  

 This section will answer the third research question: How do administrators and 

teachers believe that the teaching assignment process affects teacher retention?  It will be 

broken into two main sections: teaching assignment and social conditions.  Within each 

section, administrators, department chairs, and teachers will be discussed.  Teachers and 

administrators described teaching assignment as a common factor in teacher retention and 

attrition.  Social conditions described by participants as impacting teacher career 

decisions included administrative support—encompassing communication, transparency, 

and trust—and relationships with colleagues.  One teacher interviewed was leaving the 

profession after nine years; nearly half the participants had left a school in the past or 

were leaving this school year for one or more of these reasons. 

 Teaching assignment.  One administrator had a teacher who left due to a change 

in her teaching assignment, and one department chair described teachers threatening to do 

so.  Four teachers described leaving a school due to the course or grade level they were 

assigned to teach. 

 Assistant principal Andrew explained he completed teaching assignments before 

the district’s transfer date, so “if that impacts their decision to go [to the transfer 

event]…they should have an idea of what they’re expected to teach the following year at 

that point.”  He admitted he “made a change in our AP World teacher and she elected to 

go to [the transfer event] and went to another school.” 
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 Andrea, a math department chair, described situations where teachers threatened 

to leave her school over teaching assignments: 

I know people who have threatened to do it.  I don’t know how much it’s just an 

idle threat.  It’s a threat I don’t respond well to because my internal response, and 

again I’m trying to be judicial, I don’t always say this, is, “Well, tell me who 

should be teaching this class instead of you.”  It tends to come out as, I’m too 

good for this class.  Okay, well then tell me who should be teaching this instead of 

you. 

 

 Some teachers doubted teaching assignment would cause a colleague to leave a 

school, but four of the teachers interviewed had left a school over a teaching assignment.  

For other teachers, teaching assignment was one factor in their decision to leave. 

 Linda, an English teacher, did not believe teachers would leave a school simply 

based on a teaching assignment:  

I feel like with the job market being what it is now for teachers, I feel like nobody 

would really make the decision just based on a teaching assignment.  If anybody 

does choose to leave, I feel like there would be more factors to it than that. 

 

In contrast, another English teacher, Cathy, admitted, “if you had many years of really 

frustrating teacher assignments where it didn’t seem like you were being heard, I could 

understand why someone would leave.”  She said one teacher at her school talked about 

leaving over a teaching assignment every year, but she hadn’t left yet.  She added, “I 

think there may have been one other person who choose to retire at this point because of 

frustration over teaching assignments.”  Kelly, a teacher at the same school as Cathy, 

added, “I think some of it is having to do with the schedule. If people have an unhappy 

year or two with a bad schedule and a bad roster—and I know the roster is the luck of the 

draw a lot of the time—it’s just easier to work less and get paid more in the private 

sector.” 

 One teacher described a colleague who left because of his teaching assignment. 



 

 194 

Science teacher Caroline recounted a story about a teacher whose program was cut so he 

could not teach his preferred classes:  

The sad thing was for him, when it was cut, was that they had just upgraded all of 

the equipment based on like $25,000.00.  Just upgrading all the equipment like 

two years before, and for the program to be just gone.  He was just like, “I’m 

done.  I’m out of here.”  So, yes, there are teachers who definitely do that. 

 

Another teacher, Kelly, reported teaching a block schedule with both planning periods on 

the same day, which meant no planning period every other day, in addition to teaching 

difficult courses.  No administrator had warned her about having both planning periods 

on the same day before the school year had begun.  She said,  

it was the year after I had the straight-through…day.  And they just sat there and 

said, “We can’t guarantee that that won’t happen to you in the future.”  And then I 

just had that memory of getting that letter in August, and I was like, “I don’t 

wanna just get that surprise in August,” so I decided to be proactive, and I 

changed schools.  Because I had three freshman classes in a row and then an AP 

language and composition class, and it was just a nightmare—regular nines.  So I 

just voted with my feet and decided to leave. 

 

Similarly, English teacher Rebecca left her school because she was “very pissed off for 

several reasons, and one of the big reasons was teaching assignments.”  She elaborated, 

I had an inappropriately friendly relationship—that’s not, like, a euphemism.  I 

wasn’t, like, sleeping with my boss or something.  I think we were just 

inappropriately friendly…he trusted me with stuff that I shouldn’t have known.  

He basically got very accustomed to me doing his job for him, just because I liked 

to do that.  Like, I liked the power, even though I wasn’t getting paid.  And we 

had like a falling out.  So then he sort of made it his mission to sort of piss me off.  

And one of the ways that he wielded his power over me was by taking away 

classes from me that he knew I liked and that I wanted.  So I was just like, “Okay, 

bye.”  And I quit. 

 

 Another reason teachers left was the grade level they were expected to teach.  

This only affected certain certification areas, like English, where teachers were certified 

to teach grades 7-12.  Lisa, an English teacher in Auburn County, explained her first job 

was teaching middle school:  
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My student teaching was in 12th grade, so it was a big adjustment to go from 12th 

grade to 8th grade…I was not a happy camper ‘cause yes, that was not my desire 

at all, to be teaching that level of kids.   

 

She moved to teaching middle school at a secondary school, hoping that she would be 

able to move up to teaching high school there.  She stated,  

I was very supported by my English administrator who put in as many good 

words for me as she could, but unfortunately, unbeknownst to me,…essentially 

the middle school English department had a horrific working relationship with the 

high school English department, so it was actually working against me to get 

moved up, and it became apparent after three years that I was never gonna be 

considered for a high school position there, so that’s why I decided to leave. 

 

Similarly, Linda started out teaching middle school and “always wanted to teach at the 

high school level,” which was a small factor in her decision to change schools.  

 Most administrators claimed teachers had never left their building over a teaching 

assignment, but nearly one-third of teachers interviewed had left a school for a different 

schedule, course, or grade level. 

 Social Conditions.  Administrators, department chairs, and teachers discussed 

several social conditions connected to teaching assignment as impacting teacher career 

decisions.  Administrative support and relationships with colleagues were the social 

conditions described.  Additionally, administrators focused on communication, 

transparency, and trust to provide support to teachers.  One department chair mentioned 

relationships with colleagues and teaching assignment stability, and teachers focused on 

colleagues and administrative support as influences on their career decisions. 

 Administrative support.  Nearly half the administrators interviewed expressed the 

belief that administrative support for teachers was a key component in teacher retention.  

Two teachers pointed to school leadership as a reason they stayed at their schools, and 

two teachers saw a lack of administrative support as a reason to leave their schools.  
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Teachers also described lack of voice and conflict with administrators as influencing 

teacher attrition. 

  Erica, a director of humanities in an urban district, explained how supportive her 

administration was throughout the district:  

We have a lot of support.  Even when I started in 2001, it’s always been like 

someone will open their door and help you.  So, when…I hear from teachers in 

other districts like, “No one wants to help me,” or “I don’t know what I should 

do,” it always feels foreign to my own experience.  A lot of support, a lot of great 

mentors, the coach is phenomenal…I just feel like teaching is demanding 

wherever you go.  I feel like it’s very demanding.  I’ve only ever worked in an 

urban school.  There’s a lot of needs that the kids have, but we’re always bringing 

in outside partners.  If a kid needs a coat, we can help you.  A kid needs a dentist, 

we can help.  So, I think it’s a place where we try to support the teachers but also 

make sure the support is for the kids.  So I feel like, and again it’s my opinion, it’s 

a very supportive environment. 

 

Sharon, an assistant principal, felt similarly about her school: “I think we’re awesome at 

supporting [teachers].  I think they feel supported by administration…I think they feel 

supported and they grow.”  Another assistant principal, Patricia, hoped teachers stayed at 

her school because “they have administrative support, that it’s a good place to be.”   

 Jeff, an assistant principal of a rural high school, spoke in detail about the type of 

support given to his teachers:  

We’ve created a very good culture here, a good professional culture, and it is the 

kind of building where teachers get a lot of support from administration.  There’s 

high accountability, but there’s high support.  So teachers get a lot of support to 

do their jobs and to do them well, and I think that they appreciate the culture that 

I’ve created here as far as how I treat them and the opportunities that they have to 

do different things.  Teachers aren’t afraid to fail because they know that I’m not 

going to set them on fire, unless they fail three or four times doing the same thing, 

but they have that ability.  

 

 One assistant principal, Beth, mentioned consistency as a method of supporting 

teachers.  She had been with her school for more ten years as an assistant principal, so her 

teachers have  
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had consistency.  They know any decision…it’s above board.  I think if we make 

changes to the master [schedule], they know why.  I think if we have to have 

somebody in there who’s dually certified, they understand that decision.  I think 

they know that I’m pretty fair and upfront…but I think they know change is good.  

It’s good for me professionally, but it’s also good for them professionally.  So I 

think there has been this level of consistency.  

 

Beth felt her teachers enjoyed the consistency she provided in distributing teaching 

assignments as well as her availability.  She explained, 

[teachers] know that I’m a phone call away, and they know they can call me 24 

hours a day, and there’s something to be said about that.  So I think that open 

communication and being visible, like I listen to either good or bad. 

 

This administrator believed open communication and consistency helped keep her 

teachers at her school.   Similarly, Gail, an English department chair, described the 

stability in her department: “everybody’s pretty happy with their teaching assignments 

and things like that, because, again, we try to keep it stable for them.  I think that’s part of 

why people wanna stay.”  She added, “I like being able to teach something I’ve worked 

on and have a lot of curriculum planned and that kind of thing.  That, among other 

things…definitely keeps me at my school.” 

 Two teachers spoke about their administration as a reason to stay at a school.  

Linda, an English teacher, explained, “I do like our principal…he, in my opinion, is a 

great leader.  And I think he really shows the teachers that he appreciates us and values 

us, and he cares about the work that we’re doing.”  Meredith, an English teacher at the 

same school as Linda, stated,  

the administration, I feel, does try to make you as happy as possible in what 

you’re doing…the current administration is very supportive…the principal and 

the assistant principals are…quick to tell you when you’re doing well, which is 

nice. 

 

In contrast, two other teachers mentioned a lack of administrative support as a reason 
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teachers might leave their schools.  Rachel, a special education teacher in Auburn 

County, said one reason she was leaving her school was “there’s no support for our 

teachers.”  She taught students with intellectual disabilities, and said of the special 

education teachers who were leaving, “they get hurt [by students].  They’re done.  

Because we have high [student] behavior rates.  We have four safe rooms that are illegal.  

That the district never got corrected.”  Kelly, an English teacher talked about a need to 

feel appreciated:  

I think a lot of it has to do with feeling valued.  I feel like teaching, you’re always 

just having to cater to other people’s desires and opinions, like the parents and the 

students and the administrators and other teachers.  And it’s hard to feel like you 

have autonomy or support or appreciation.  And you know if people have real or 

imagined grievances or slights that they feel.  I think that’s a lot of it.  I think it’s 

just a very demanding job and there’s a high burnout rate. 

 

A lack of administrative support factored into some teachers’ decisions to leave. 

 Several teachers talked about the lack of a voice in their school, but only one as a 

reason to leave a school.  One department chair also surmised teachers might be leaving 

because they were not feeling heard by administration.  Caroline, a science teacher, 

explained,  

sometimes I feel like we don’t really have a voice in a lot of the decisions.  I 

know they’re trying to have more teacher committees on things and teacher 

leadership.  Just professional development and things like that.  And I think that 

might be the case where you have at least some input as to what professional 

development and things you’re getting, but when it comes to a lot of decisions, it 

is what it is.  And you just, you either, you live with it, or you find a different 

place to go. 

 

Gail, a department chair, explained many teachers left her building this year: 

 

I know this year, we are getting a lot of new teachers in the fall, a huge group.  A 

lot of departments have had people announce that they were leaving.  I feel really 

lucky because my department is stable…I think our world language has six people 

leaving to go to other schools.  Most of these are people going to other schools or 

going to other school systems…I don’t know how much of it is money or, again, 
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just satisfaction with feeling like we aren’t being heard. 

 

 Four teachers discussed leaving schools now or in the past due to severe conflicts 

with their administration.  English teacher Rebecca explained her situation with a 

supervisor who let her do part of his job: 

There was really no way to go over his head.  He was basically the last word on 

that and also…because of the history of all the things that I had like gotten away 

with doing that he shouldn’t have been letting me.  There were years where I 

literally made the schedule for the English department because he didn’t want to 

be bothered, so I would do it.  So if anybody ever found that out we would both 

be in trouble.  So it was kind of like I couldn’t—there was really no way for me to 

tell on him without sort of inadvertently telling on myself too.  So I was like, 

“Forget it, I will just go.” 

 

 Jessica, a special education teacher, knew a number of people in her building who 

“only left because of the principal.  That’s the only reason I know most of them left.”  

She explained that he was a bully, and he removed her from her position as an autism 

specialist in a program she created.  She stated her reasons for leaving that school in a 

different district to come teach in Auburn County:  

It wasn’t really based on the teaching assignment; it was the reason why he gave 

me the assignment.  If they had really truly needed me to teach history, and they 

had somebody more qualified or as qualified as me to work with those kids with 

autism, it would have been fine, but he didn’t. 

 

Jessica added, “it’s interesting; everybody new that’s been hired is brand new, young, 

kids just out of college.  So they don’t know the difference.  They don’t know what an 

asshole he is.  They don’t know how he’s been manipulating.”  She complained that 

although she reached out to his supervisor and tried to find a solution, nothing happened: 

I was just angry all the time because he was allowed to get away with that.  And it 

didn’t matter how many times I contacted his supervisor or what I said—she 

would rationalize.  She never responded to emails either…I finally went there.  I 

said, “I’ve been trying to get ahold of you for months now, and I sent you a list of 

concerns.”…He acts like it’s his own personal kingdom.  Like, he’s playing with 

these students’ lives.  I should have had a Xanax before I came [to this interview], 
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but he lies to these parents. 

 

 Similarly, Caroline, a science teacher in Auburn County, said, “I know some 

teachers right now are having a little bit of issue with the principal.  So they feel like we 

need to go elsewhere where we’re more supported or that has their program.”  Rachel, a 

special education teacher in Auburn County, complained about a lack of ownership: “I 

don’t feel like I’m an educator, a quality educator.  And I don’t have ownership over my 

classroom or behavior management or grades.  I mean I gave a student a grade and she 

[the assistant principal] changed it.”   

 Jessica, a special education teacher who had a principal she called a bully, 

commented that her school “had a huge attrition when the new principal began.  About 

one third of the faculty left his first year, and then over the last two years…I don’t think 

there’s any original faculty left there.”  She left that school and that district to work in 

Auburn County.  Dissatisfaction or conflict with administration was the reason three of 

these teachers left their schools. 

 Administrators believed administrative support was a key factor in retaining 

teachers.  Teachers felt administrative support or the lack of it, along with teacher voice, 

and conflict with administrators, influenced teacher career decisions. 

 Communication.  Communication is a key aspect of administrative support in the 

distribution of teaching assignment.  Philosophies around communication during the 

teaching assignment process varied.  Most administrators told teachers their schedules 

face-to-face, or had their department chairs do it in person.  Some information was sent 

via email or a letter in a teacher’s school mailbox.  Department chairs tended to 

experience frequent communication with administrators, while teachers had far less.  



 

 201 

Teachers were upset when notified of teaching assignment changes late in the summer 

but grateful if they were notified before the end of the school year so they could prepare 

for the fall.   

 Charles, a principal, declared he would only communicate teaching assignment 

changes over the phone or in person:  

If I’m going to change someone’s assignment, and I have anything to do with it, 

I’ll either look them in the eye or talk to them on the phone.  I don’t think email is 

the right way to do that.  I just think you need that personal relationship where 

I’m looking at that person and saying, “Look, this is where we are.  This is what I 

need you to do,” and our teachers have been great with it so kudos to them.  

 

He tried to let teachers know about any schedule changes as early in the spring as 

possible so that he could let them “know what was going on; give them the summer to 

plan; kind of get their minds right as far a new assignment.”  Jeff, an assistant principal, 

insisted that he did not make changes without first speaking to his department chairs.  

Assistant principal Andrew believed “communication is the key…if we can’t 

accommodate their requests, we have individual conversations with the teachers before 

we publish the draft schedule and say, ‘Look, this is the deal.’”  He continued, “we 

sometimes give the teachers choices, too, and there’s cases like, ‘Well, we can’t give you 

this because of whatever reason, but you could do this or this,’ and let them take some 

ownership of their own schedule.”  Administrators described conversations with teachers 

about their preferences, asking questions like “hey, would you mind doing this as 

opposed to that?” or “this current schedule that we’re building gives you three preps 

instead of two.  Are you okay with some of those things?”  Patricia, another assistant 

principal, always communicated face to face with teachers about their schedule to see 

their reaction.  She claimed, “I try to make sure that every teacher has an expectation, 
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knows what’s coming, so they’re not shocked over the summer.  They [should not] come 

back and they have something completely different than they thought they were going to 

have.”  In the case of changes made to schedules over the summer, administrators called 

teachers rather than sending an email or a letter. 

 Erica, an administrator at an urban high school, told a story about seeing a dip in 

standardized test scores.  When she spoke with her teachers, they said the class sizes were 

too large.  She “sacrificed some electives to make that class size smaller,” adding a 

number of sections to reduce the class size, after which test scores improved.  Patricia 

described the teaching assignment process as an attempt to “balance teachers’ skills, and 

abilities, and desires with student needs, and communicate it.”  She added that 

administrators should not “do it behind closed doors.”  Jeff, an assistant principal at a 

rural school, felt teachers at his building had “mechanisms for communicating up the 

ladder that they trust…that doesn’t mean that they get everything that they want, but 

there’s always a good two-way communication about what and why.”  Similarly, Beth, an 

assistant principal in Auburn County, said, “if I know a situation’s not working out—

either with a teacher, it’s not a match, or not a match with a curriculum, or it’s not best 

for students then—I have that honest conversation with the teacher, too.”  Administrators 

overwhelmingly emphasized the importance of honesty and communication with teachers 

regarding the teaching assignment process. 

 Department chairs described close working relationships with their assistant 

principals.  English department chair Gail summed up her relationship with her assistant 

principal: 

I would say I probably go to his office for something like planned out, maybe 

once every two weeks or so, a couple times a month, but it’s more he knows when 
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my planning periods are and he just always shows up, so a few times a week.  We 

email back and forth a lot and, again, he’s really the one that just always if he’s 

got something to tell you, he just comes down to your room.  He’ll even come in 

class and call me out in the hall if there’s something.  We work pretty tightly 

together. 

 

Gail’s assistant principal also informed teachers of their schedules: “he’s the one that has 

the hard conversations and he tells everybody their schedule.”  He used email to give 

teachers their assignments, but if he believed a teacher would be unhappy, he “would go 

and speak to them face to face or over the summer, he’ll call and talk to people about a 

possible change.” 

 Andrea, a math department chair, described the process of communicating with 

her assistant principal about teaching assignments: “I’ll send him the first draft.  He 

might send me some thoughts.  And then we go back and forth from there but ultimately 

the final decision is mine on who teaches what.”  She added, “I speak to him daily…he 

teaches a math class.  So we’ll be discussing his class, things that are going on in the 

county, things that are going on in the state.  I mean really there is very little that I would 

consider off limits with him.” 

 In communicating with teachers, both chairs distributed teacher preference forms 

to find out what their teachers wanted to teach.  Gail explained her teachers might seek 

her out in person to express their preferences, saying, “‘whatever you need.  I’m happy to 

teach anything’ or other people are like, ‘if there happens to be a section of this, I’d love 

to teach it.’”  In contrast, Andrea described putting off distributing teaching assignments 

to her teachers, even once the schedule was complete:  

I try to put that off as long as possible because it doesn’t go over well usually.  So 

that tends to kind of trickle out.  Once we have it figured out if people ask I will 

answer it.  And if they have not asked by the time their year-end evaluation rolls 

around it is part of that meeting but it’s always face-to-face. 
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Overall, department chairs worked closely and communicated often with their assistant 

principals on teaching assignments.  One described open communication with her 

teachers, while the other put off discussing teaching assignments with her department. 

 Teacher perceptions of communication with administration were broad and 

varied.  Half the teachers interviewed spoke negatively of communication with their 

assistant principals, and most did not have regular conversations with their assistant 

principals.  Teachers described speaking to administrators during the teacher evaluation 

process, when they experienced discipline problems with students, and when they needed 

support regarding parent complaints.  In contrast, several teachers praised their 

administration for their open and frequent communication and felt comfortable 

approaching them with any problems.  Teachers whose assignments were changed late in 

the summer described a number of negative emotions around the lack of early 

communication of changes. 

 Several teachers complained about never seeing or speaking with their 

administrators in person.  One special education teacher said of her department chair, “I 

have not seen her all year.  I don’t think I would know her if I fell over her.”  Rachel, 

another special education teacher, claimed, “Everything is email.  She does everything by 

email unless—I mean with her it’s—I’m doing this and she’s gone.  It’s very, very brief.  

It’s very abrupt.  It’s not a conversation.”  Similarly, Kelly, an English teacher, stated, “I 

think that we have leadership with an open-door policy on paper.  But I think the reality 

is that it can be very hard to get face time with them.”   

 Special education teacher Jessica felt administrators did not listen to her 

suggestions despite her expertise in teaching students with autism:  
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This one kid I said at the beginning of the year that it’s not a good fit with this 

math teacher.  And sure enough…he ended up in…[a] psych ward several times 

that year…perfect scores [on standardized tests], AP courses…[but] in the middle 

of class he would go under the desk and just sob because she didn’t know how to 

interact with him, and he didn’t know how to interact with her.  And if the 

administration could give a little bit more consideration to [my] recommendations 

that could have been avoided. 

 

She was frustrated: she tried to help a student, but her administrator ignored her feedback 

and recommendations that might have improved the situation. 

 Meredith, an English teacher, said she spoke to her assistant principal about every 

other month, but she added, “even if you have a problem that’s not necessarily a 

discipline problem, but you’re concerned about a student, you can go in and talk to 

them.”  An Auburn County English teacher, Lisa, discussed going to see her 

administrator over parent concerns:  

It’s not uncommon that a parent will contact our English administrator before 

contacting us, so then we get an email: “Hey, can you come talk?” and we find 

out about the disgruntled parents about some instance or another.  So honestly 

that’s the bulk of my conversations with my administrator…in the end he’s 

usually very supportive and I’ve never had a negative outcome from going and 

talking to him with some of these scenarios. 

 

Auburn County English teacher Kelly agreed: “I’ve also gone in for an extremely 

difficult parent to just figure out how to proceed.  In addition, Lisa and Kelly mentioned 

having more interaction than usual with administrators in an evaluation year.  Kelly 

stated, “I also go when I am summoned, obviously, having to do with my evaluation or 

some other issue.” 

 Several teachers discussed their administrators changing assignments without 

providing any explanation or explained why having an explanation was important to 

them.  One English teacher said of her administrator, “if he had a rationale, he didn’t 

share it with me.  He just kinda said, ‘You’ll be great.’…And I said ‘Okay.’  And he 



 

 206 

made it clear that there wasn’t any room for discussion.  But he didn’t really explain why, 

no.”  Similarly, Carla, a health and physical education teacher, claimed, “you just feel 

slighted when no one gives reasons.”  Her favorite course, adaptive PE, was taken away 

from her with no explanation, so she felt  

really hurt, and life sucks because all I wanted to know was what…I’m a 

perfectionist and I immediately think it must be something that I’ve done wrong, 

not they wanted to give someone else a chance or—and I was told I shouldn’t feel 

that way, but I’m like, how else am I supposed to feel?    

 

Teachers believed administrators should share their rationale with teachers.  Meredith, an 

English teacher, stated,  

one of the things that’s important is: when the administrator moves you, if it’s 

going to be a year-long move, they usually, although not always, tell you why 

you’re being moved.  So either if it’s for numbers or if you’ve expressed an 

interest or if they think you’re going to be really good at something that maybe 

you hadn’t considered for yourself before, to tell people that you find that they’re 

going to be successful I think always brings people into a job with a different 

outlook than to make them think that you moved them out of something ‘cause 

they were bad at it.  

 

 According to teachers, most administrators communicated teaching assignments 

face to face.  Lisa’s assistant principal told teachers to come by his office once the 

schedule was set and contacted teachers before that if their assignments might be 

different than what they asked for.  English teacher Linda explained, “sometimes the 

supervisor will contact the teachers individually to say, ‘Would you be willing to teach 

this class or would you be willing to take on this class?’  So email, sometimes one-on-

one.”   

 In contrast, English teacher Meredith was told via email two days before school 

started that her schedule had been changed, and Rebecca, another English teacher, 

likewise declared, “I really can’t think of any instance where I had a face to face 
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conversation with someone about what I was teaching.”  She elaborated,  

the most egregious time was last year, when in June I got an official memo from 

the board in my mailbox saying that I was being changed from a special education 

teacher to a gen. ed. English teacher and that I would be teaching AP classes and 

that I had to do this AP training and make an AP syllabus, so that was like a letter 

in my mailbox at school at the end of the school year.  And then I got a phone 

call…from the principal’s cellphone…at like 9:00 PM the night before school 

started…[to say] “Oh, sorry, you’re actually teaching special ed. again.”  And her 

explanation was that they couldn’t find anyone to take my spot.  Which is like the 

most insane thing I’ve ever heard in my life. 

 

Teachers were frustrated and annoyed when their teaching assignments were changed 

close to the start of the school year.  Several mentioned not being able to use the summer 

to plan when they were notified in mid or late August or complained about the planning 

they had done over the summer being wasted.  

 English teacher Meredith explained the notification timeline in her school: 

I don’t think you’re actually 100 percent sure of what you’re teaching until you 

see your schedule at the end of August, right before school starts…there’ve been 

some cases where people thought they would be teaching juniors, and then all of a 

sudden, a week before school starts, they’re teaching sophomores or seniors. 

 

Her teaching assignment was altered right before school started when she was eight 

months pregnant.  She recounted,  

I was told that I would teach freshmen and sophomores for a month, and then they 

would hire someone to fill out the rest of the year.  And then two days before 

school started, I found out I was teaching sophomores and juniors.  So it was a 

little overwhelming…and the prep work was so different between what I had 

already done for freshmen and what I was gonna be taking on for juniors.  So that 

kind of pulled the rug out from under me for a little.   

 

She felt 

more annoyed than anything else really.  ‘Cause I had already done a lot of the 

work to prepare for what I thought I was going to be teaching.  And it’s not like I 

ever teach freshmen.  So, I kind of felt that the work that I had done to prepare 

was kind of wasted.  So, I was pretty annoyed about that.  But, again, I was only 

gonna be there for a month [before going on maternity leave]. 
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 Rebecca, a teacher certified in both English and special education, felt 

disappointed when she applied for an English teaching position in an urban district but 

was hired as a special education teacher “without me really realizing it until the last 

minute.  So I was really excited they were going to make me an English teacher again and 

then when they told me that I had to be Special Ed again I was pretty disappointed.”  She 

felt when a teacher’s schedule was changed late in August, “you couldn’t plan.  You 

couldn’t use your summer for anything.”  She saw some teachers in her urban district 

have their schedules “get turned upside down at the last minute, and they would be like 

freaking out before school started.”  Like Meredith, she felt her time had been wasted 

when her teaching assignment was changed right before the first day of school. 

 Cathy, another English teacher, described her experience with a teaching 

assignment change and the resulting anxiety she felt each summer waiting for her 

schedule in the mail:  

I got a phone call the second week of August from my administrator saying that 

my schedule was changing and that I got a third prep.  So, that was frustrating…in 

the end, it really wasn’t that big a deal, but at the time it was a little stressful 

because it was just so close to the start of the school year and it was a third prep, 

but it was also a prep that I had never taught before, and it was a team teaching 

class and I didn’t know who the team teacher was.  So, there were a lot of 

unknown factors that I just had to go through, but in the end it was fine.  But now 

I’m basically on pins and needles until I get the letter in the mail because I’m just 

nervous that it’s going to happen again. 

 

In a similar manner, Caroline, a science teacher, described the anxiety of waiting to find 

out what her teaching assignment would be until the summer:  

Our department chair will tell us…, “We’re in the process.  We’re in the process.  

We don’t know yet.”  So you’re on pins and needles because you don’t know.  

And we don’t know sometimes until we come back.  And we know there’s other 

schools where teachers already have their schedules by the end of June.  And we 

have never had that happen. 
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English teacher Kelly agreed, describing how she felt when she received a schedule in the 

mail with a third prep on it about which she had not been warned:  

I was just given my paper schedule in August and saw this surprise on it.  I wasn’t 

given a phone call or anything like that, or a separate message...it made me feel 

stressed and anxious.  Because you have to live with that for ten months.  And 

that they didn’t communicate: it does add a level of—again, like I’m not valued, 

or my feelings aren’t worthy of acknowledgement. 

 

Gail, an English department chair, also described finding out about additional preps, and 

even an additional class, right before school started:  

When I was [teaching] in a Catholic school,…basically you showed up the week 

before school started and they were, “Here’s what you’re teaching,” and it 

changed from year to year.  There seemed to be no attempt to let people grow in a 

grade level.  My second year as a teacher, I had four preps.  It was a nightmare, 

and the week before school started, they were like, “We’re giving you a sixth 

class, ‘cause we had more kids enroll and we can’t afford a new teacher,” and that 

almost drove me out of the profession, frankly.  It was the worst year.  Everybody 

says the first year’s the hardest year, but that was really—just so difficult to teach 

four preps with six classes, and they were huge classes, too. 

 

 When English teacher Linda’s schedule was changed but she was notified in the 

spring, she was glad that she had adequate time to prepare for the new class she would be 

teaching:  

I was surprised.  I was a little bit confused, like I said, because I didn’t know the 

rationale for it.  I was a little nervous to take on a new prep, I think probably as 

everybody is.  But like I said, I was grateful that it was early in the spring, so I 

had the time to re-read and prepare and just kinda wrap my head around it and do 

some research and be ready for September. 

 

 Most administrators emphasized the importance of open communication around 

teaching assignments.  They claimed they spoke to teachers face-to-face or over the 

phone if they had to make a change to an assignment.  Nearly all teachers interviewed 

discussed communication as a critical component of the teaching assignment process, 

although most did not speak to their administrators more often than was necessary.  They 
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appreciated open, face-to-face communication with administrators.  Teaching assignment 

changes communicated late in the summer created anxiety, annoyance, stress, and 

frustration in teachers.  Many teachers were upset over losing summer planning time and 

starting the school year feeling unprepared. 

 Transparency.  For teachers, transparency was a valued component of 

administrative support.  Although administrators discussed communication in the 

teaching assignment process, they did not specifically mention transparency.  One 

administrator stated teaching assignment should not be done “behind closed doors.”  

Teachers wanted administrators to be transparent about the process and praised 

administrators who valued transparency.     

 Caroline, a science teacher, claimed,  

it would be nice to really be in on the numbers not just have somebody tell you, 

“These are the numbers.”  No, show me.  Talk to me.  Tell me.  This is what 

we’re looking at and so based on these numbers this is how many 

positions…instead of it kind of being this vague nebulous thing…a little more 

transparency in the process I think would be nice. 

 

Another teacher, Lisa, found her administrator to be “very transparent.  As soon as he has 

information solidified for us he will let us go talk to him to find out what we’ve been 

assigned for the year.”  She felt “the openness and transparency with our department 

chair is a huge bonus that really works at our school.”  Math department chair Andrea 

praised her principal: “my principal has very much an open door policy.  And I feel as 

though he is very transparent.”   

 While administrators did not explicitly use the word transparency, at least one 

described a desire for openness around teaching assignment distribution.  For teachers, 

transparency was clearly a valued quality in administrators. 
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 Trust.  Trust was another important component of administrative support in 

teachers’ relationships with administrators.  Only one administrator used the word trust, 

while two teachers explicitly described the significance of being able to trust their 

administrators.  

 One assistant principal described “mechanisms for communicating up the ladder 

that [teachers] trust” in his school.  Meredith, a teacher, claimed, “it’s pretty common, I 

think, for a teacher, at least in our department, to feel comfortable telling the department 

head what they want to teach.  And I would say, the majority of the time, that’s at least 

part of the teacher’s schedule.”  Another teacher, Kelly, wanted to trust her 

administrators: “I try to have faith that they understand my strengths and weaknesses, and 

so they are making decisions based on that.  But the assistant principals only stay for a 

short time, so I’m not really sure that that is the case.”   

 Teachers complained about administrators who asked for input and then ignored 

it; this seemed to be perceived as a breach of trust.  Carla, a health and physical education 

teacher, declared, “I get tired of being asked, because it’s never considered.  It doesn’t 

seem like it anyway.  You can be asked your opinion, but then they don’t ever do it.”  

Meredith, an English teacher, agreed: “I feel that [teachers] believe that administration 

already has the answer in their mind, and it’s just kind of a formality.”  Special education 

teacher Jessica added, “they listen to feedback after they made the decision.”  English 

teacher Kelly, in speaking of a school policy on scheduling, said, “I think it would give 

people a lot more credibility—the department chair and the administration—if they said 

that and then actually implemented it.  But they say it and they don’t implement it.”  

Megan, a world language teacher, explained that her administrators asked for teacher 
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feedback on a policy,  

and they’ve gotten a lot of backlash from the teachers, because obviously most of 

us disagree with it. But they are probably go to do what they want to do.  So even 

if—what I’m saying is even if they ask for advice from us and like you think that 

they’re taking our stuff into consideration, I don’t really know how much they 

are. 

 

English teacher Cathy concurred:  

I don’t always feel that our input is ever really taken into consideration other than 

just being able to say, “Well, we asked the teachers.  We talked to teachers.  We 

got their input.”  My impressions honestly have been…that the district in a lot of 

ways has their mind sort of made up about certain changes that they’re going to 

be making and regardless of what the teachers’ opinions or feelings or input is, 

they’re going to do what they’re going to do.  It feels like a waste of time. 

 

 A few of the teachers interviewed trusted their administration, believing they had 

rationales behind teaching assignment decisions.  Several teachers were distressed by 

administrators ignored teacher input.  Overall, teachers wanted to trust their 

administrators and feel supported. 

 Colleagues.  Half the teachers interviewed pointed to personal and professional 

relationships with their colleagues as a strong reason to stay at their school, but no 

administrators discussed this social condition.  Due to schools’ use of professional 

learning communities grouping teachers by course and level, teaching assignment brings 

certain groups of teachers together and therefore affects teachers’ relationships with their 

colleagues.  

 Caroline, a science teacher, explained colleagues were a major component 

affecting teacher career decisions:  

I think it’s the people.  I would say it’s definitely the people that you work with, 

for either good or bad.  I would say that would be a reason to stay or a reason to 

go for some people, because you either have those relationships or you don’t. 

 

A social studies teacher, Heather, said, “there’s just this sense of collegiality because 
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people stay there; you can work your way up to something or build a program in a way 

that’s lasting for the students.”  Lisa, an English teacher, agreed:  

The camaraderie: again, I think it’s an exceptional department, everybody works 

as a team.  We have a very close-knit relationship, several times a year we get 

together outside of school, and again, I think a lot of that comes down to our 

department chair who has a lot of loyalty and is very fair and open…I know for a 

fact that there are several teachers who knew…they could probably do better 

somewhere else [financially] with all the years that we went without raises, but 

they intentionally didn’t leave because of the people in our department. 

 

Another English teacher, Linda, felt that her school had a “collegial atmosphere” and 

“really great people that work in our department.”  Similarly, English teacher Cathy 

added,  

I think teachers choose to stay at [our school] because they like their colleagues… 

I like the different personalities that I get to work with in terms of faculty and 

staff.  I think it’s really interesting and fun and just for me, as a learner and 

becoming a professional, I think it’s a good experience. 

 

Gail, an English department chair, described the stability in her department: “my 

department is pretty tightly knit, and we socialize a lot together.”  She also claimed, “my 

friends…definitely keep me at my school.”   

 Unlike administrators, many teachers specifically pointed to their strong 

relationships with colleagues as influencing their decision to remain at their schools.  

Teaching assignment decisions lead to grouping teachers in professional learning 

communities, so collegial relationships connected to teaching assignment may influence 

teacher career decisions.   

 Summary of retention and attrition.  The research question I asked was, How 

do administrators and teachers believe that the teaching assignment process affects 

teacher retention?  This question assumes administrators and teachers do believe the 

process affects teacher retention; perhaps a better question would have been, Do 
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administrators and teachers believe that the teaching assignment process affects teacher 

retention, and if so, how?   

 Several teachers and administrators did not believe teachers left due to teaching 

assignment.  When administrators were asked why teachers stayed at or left their schools, 

administrators focused mainly on teaching assignments and administrative support as 

influences that impacted teacher retention.  In addition, administrators found 

communication around teaching assignments to be important.   

 When teachers were asked why they and their colleagues stayed at or left their 

school, teachers discussed various factors that impacted career decisions, including 

administrative support, communication, transparency, trust, and relationships with 

colleagues.  In several cases, teachers discussed leaving their school due to teaching 

assignment, but as a small factor caught up in teacher-perceived administrative bullying 

or conflict. Nearly half of the teachers interviewed left a school for one of these reasons 

or a combination thereof.  Overall, this study found teaching assignment, a component of 

working conditions, could affect teacher retention and attrition.    

Power Relations  

 This section will answer the fourth research question: How do teachers and 

administrators experience power relations as an influence on the teaching assignment 

process?  Administrators discussed power around teachers in two ways: empowering 

teachers through strategies providing teachers a sense of control or autonomy, or 

disempowering teachers by using their power to make teachers do what they wanted.  

Administrators recounted empowering teachers through the teaching assignment process 

by asking for teacher preferences, providing choices to teachers when possible, and 
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sometimes, by making changes to teachers’ schedules when requested.  In addition, they 

described seeking teacher input regarding school policies and decisions.  Administrators 

disempowered teachers and sometimes department chairs by preventing them from being 

heard or by ignoring their input.  Administrators disempowered teachers by changing 

teaching assignments and employing a “get on board or get out” philosophy.  Teachers 

described feeling disempowered by these administrative actions.  Several administrators 

discussed their own lack of power due to mandates from central office or from their 

principals.  

 Rather than directly asking participants about power relations, I searched for 

evidence in the data.  In coding for power, I looked for hierarchical language, explicit use 

of the word “power,” inclusion of teacher input, and opportunities for teacher choice.  In 

addition, I noticed some administrators using teaching assignment as a transactional item: 

a commodity, a reward, or a punishment.  Some administrators avoided communication 

or employed the timing of assignment notification as a way to control teachers, either 

encouraging them to leave by notifying them early or preventing them from doing so by 

notifying them late in the summer.  I noted how teachers described their administrators 

and how administrators described teachers, including descriptions of how the teaching 

assignment process made them feel.  I also looked for language associated with 

ownership and control or lack thereof.    

 This section will be broken into two components: teaching assignment, including 

unprofessional administrator behavior and teacher voice, and external power.  Within 

each section, empowerment and disempowerment will be examined. 

 Teaching assignment.  Teaching assignment could empower or disempower 
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teachers, depending on the way administrators implemented the process.  Administrators 

empowered teachers by making changes based on teacher request or providing choice.  

One-third of teachers felt disempowered by changes to their teaching assignment, though 

changes were sometimes unavoidable due to the logistics of the master schedule.  Some 

administrators employed teaching assignment as reward, punishment, or commodity.  In 

addition, teachers who felt disempowered by the teaching assignment process used strong 

negative language to describe their experiences and sometimes to describe their 

administrators as well. 

 More than half the administrators discussed making changes or giving teachers 

choices to accommodate their requests.  Andrew, an assistant principal, described one 

teacher who asked not to teach a course he had assigned her:  

I mean she would do if we asked her to, of course, she’s a nice person, but I could 

tell…she just didn’t want to do it, so I was like, “Okay.”  So we changed it and 

gave it to a teacher who wanted to do it.  But she was experienced, she’s been 

here forever—11 years and taught for 20-some years—so she got first crack at it.  

I’ll just put it that way.  And she deserved—she earned the right to say no.  So—

so she said no and we went to another teacher who wanted to teach it, so it was 

fine.  But yeah, we did change it based off her reaction.  She—even though she 

originally wrote it on her wish list…she didn’t want to do it, so.  A lot of stuff was 

going on her in life, I think, at home, and she wanted to keep the same prep she 

had and didn’t want to change it, so we accommodated that, yeah. 

 

Andrew explained giving teachers choices and communicating with them about their 

schedule:  

If we can’t accommodate their requests, we have individual conversations with 

the teachers before we publish the draft schedule and say, “Look, this is the deal.”  

And sometimes we give the teachers choices, too, and there’s cases like, “Well, 

we can’t give you this because of whatever reason, but you could do this or this,” 

and let them take some ownership of their own schedule.  But I haven’t had any 

complaints at all. 

 

Similarly, assistant principal Sharon talked about providing teachers with choice and 
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voice in the teaching assignment process.  She felt her teachers were  

given a choice.  They’re given a voice in selecting what they want to teach.  I 

think that we probably 90% of the time, it goes along the schedule that they 

preferred.  So they’re comfortable teaching what they are assigned.  They are 

prepared to teach what they’re assigned. 

 

Patricia, another assistant principal, described why communication with teachers was 

important, stating, “if people think you’re hiding something from them, or you’re not 

sharing information, or you’re trying to do things to them, they get their feelings hurt, 

they get skittish, they get resentful.  It’s just not a positive situation.”  Humanities 

director Erica claimed although she had been colleagues with her teachers, she was “in a 

position of power now.  So it’s difficult to tell if I really know how people feel all the 

time.  The district is good with like anonymous surveys, we do a lot of that, but there 

could be information I’m missing.”  In addition to using preference forms, she relied on 

her instructional coach and other teacher leaders to fill her in.   

 Gail, an English department chair, discussed having input on her teaching 

assignments.  Before she became a department chair, she  

always was asked if I was interested before it happened.  For a while I taught 

journalism.  They asked me about that.  When I started out, I did all regular, and 

then they were like, we’d like to bring you up with some honors sections, ‘cause 

back then that was sort of where the—you had to prove yourself.  Then I did—I 

started doing AP Lit and, again, they were like, we thought you would consider 

this, would you get the training and I was, yes, and then I kind of stuck with those 

two. 

 

Gail also described the power she was able to use in choosing her own teaching 

assignments:  

When I have been unhappy at my school and thought about leaving, knowing that 

as chair, I kinda have—I get to choose—I mean, I’ve taken things just because it 

works for other people, but in general, I have some power over my schedule and 

my teaching assignment. 
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Cathy, a teacher, also appreciated feeling heard in regards to teaching assignment:  

As I said, it’s not a job that I would want, because I think it’s just a lot of 

finagling and a lot of conversations to have which aren’t always super pleasant, 

but no, I think in the end, the more that us as teachers are able to sort of feel that 

we’re heard in the process.  Maybe not completely accommodated because that’s 

ridiculous and we’re professionals and whatever, we need to understand that we 

don’t always get everything that we want.  I think at least feeling like we’re being 

heard and that there’s some sort of attempt to play to our strengths, and I think 

that goes a long way. 

 

Teaching assignment was one way administrators empowered their teachers; however, 

teaching assignment could be used to disempower teachers as well, generally through 

administrators changing teaching assignments.  

 Administrators changed teaching assignments for various reasons.  Sometimes, 

changes were unavoidable due to certification or budget; other times, they changed 

teaching assignments due to teacher quality.  One-third of teachers interviewed felt 

disempowered by the teaching assignment process.   

 Both rural administrators described changing teaching assignments due to 

certification and other external factors in their districts.  Charles, a principal of a rural 

school in the South, explained, 

we’ve had to do some reshuffling this spring, and my rock star eighth-grade math 

teacher, well, she was the only one certified.  We’re in a hiring freeze.  They 

needed an Algebra teacher at the high school.  She’s the only one certified so she 

has to go, and so my superintendent dropped that bomb on me on the fly.   

 

Assistant principal Jeff described his situation at a rural high school.  One of his teachers 

who had a dual certification in French and English was moved from one content area to 

another based on his ability to hire a certified teacher to fill a position.  In this case, Jeff 

made the decision himself to move the teacher to the harder-to-staff content area:  

I have an English teacher who also is certified to teach French.  Last summer, my 

French teacher resigned in July.  It was a lot easier for me to find an English 
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teacher than a French teacher, so I moved my dually certified teacher to French, 

and she wasn’t very happy about it, but I just could not find in July a quality 

French teacher, but I had hundreds of applications from English teachers. 

 

 About half the administrators had stories about changing teaching assignments for 

reasons around teacher quality.  Assistant principal Patricia explained,    

sometimes there are tough conversations that need to be had with people.  I’ve 

had people who had a desire to teach AP and gone through the coursework and 

things, but they really did not put together the kind of lessons or environment that 

would make a great AP class…[so I have had] to have a difficult conversation 

with somebody to say, “What you want isn’t what you’re good at, so I’m not 

gonna give it to you.”   

 

She provided an example of a teacher she moved because she felt he was not able to 

teach his preferred courses well:  

I had one teacher on a World History II team struggling, horrible classroom 

management, horrible dealings, communications with kids and parents, not really 

effective.  He knew his content, was trying to deliver his content…but it wasn’t 

good enough.  So what I did with his teaching assignment is I’ve shifted 

him…now this teacher teaches five sections of [a required economics course], 

which is a very guided curriculum.  It is a very—it’s a little bit canned, but it’s 

okay, and kids can work at their own progress, and it doesn’t have [a standardized 

test], it doesn’t have the stress kind of thing, and it actually fits him much better.  

Is he still God’s gift to teaching?  No.  He’s not.  But he’s not a detriment to my 

social studies department. 

 

Similarly, assistant principal Andrew described a teacher he moved because of his 

students’ test scores and his instructional practices:   

I can think of a Government teacher off the top of my head—we reviewed his AP 

scores two years ago and he had the lowest scores of our three AP Government 

teachers, and we coupled that data with other observations and other evaluation 

data, and I think there was some reasoning for that, so it just wasn’t a good fit for 

him.  The pace of the AP course with his lecture style and everything just didn’t 

match up well.  So to his dismay, we didn’t give him any AP courses, which is 

just fine.  I mean, I don’t care—I mean, I’m fine with that ‘cause it’s the best 

thing for kids. 

 

Matt, a principal, elaborated on the difficulty of moving a teacher who was low-

performing: 
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I think it’s a hard conversation.  If someone is doing a poor job, it’s having that 

difficult conversation…I think it’s being reflective of your practices too.  I think 

year in and year out, it’s just easy to do what we’ve always done, and to make real 

change, I think it’s a difficult conversation with some folks.  That goes with 

administration as well.  It kind of is all over the place, but some of those are hard 

conversations of what’s going on, what’s not going on, what do I as a principal 

feel like we need to change to be able to move in a more positive direction.  So if 

something didn’t go well it really begins with a difficult conversation if that 

makes sense. 

 

He continued,   

obviously you have some teachers that blow up like, “F no, I’m not doing that,” 

and that begins a conversation of why some of those, again, those hard 

conversations.  But for the most part, I think it opens the door for conversations in 

terms of what you feel like the school needs or the direction of the school needs 

are, you know? 

 

 Assistant principal Patricia discussed her thought process about changing teaching 

assignments in detail: 

Should we break up that group, should we try to solidify some other groups that 

are a little more fractured, or what do we try to do with them, and would we 

consider forcing somebody into a less than an ideal or their first choice of a 

teaching assignment just because they’re so great and we need to shake things up?  

 

Andrea, a math department chair, described avoiding telling teachers their teaching 

assignments, stating, “I try to put that off as long as possible because it doesn’t go over 

well, usually.  So that tends to kind of trickle out.  Once we have it figured out, if people 

ask, I will answer it.”  Although administrators might have been justified in their 

decisions to change teaching assignments, especially when these decisions were based on 

teacher quality, this generally disempowered their teachers. 

 One-third of teachers interviewed discussed teaching assignments as 

disempowering.  In some cases, administrators seemed to use teaching assignments as 

reward, punishment, or commodity.  These teachers felt they had little control over the 

process or the outcome.   
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 Patricia, an assistant principal, described distributing teaching assignments as 

rewards, declaring,  

I had a former principal say, “Stroke your thoroughbreds, and kick your 

donkeys,” kind of thing.  That if somebody’s doing an excellent job and that’s 

what they want to do—if they want to teach World I Honors and they are doing an 

incredible job of getting those ninth graders transitioned into high school, figuring 

out stuff, and continuing them in a positive impact toward advanced academic 

studies, then I’m sure going to give them those class.  That makes sense.  I try to 

do what makes sense.  What’s the best instructional setting for kids and what is 

the best possible reward for excellent teachers? 

 

Heather, a social studies teacher, told a story of administrators using teaching 

assignments as commodity:  she claimed, “last year, on the last day of school, everyone 

got their official schedules in exchange for turning in their keys.”  She had a colleague 

who “sometimes talk[ed] back to authority…[and] believe[d]…one of the courses he 

liked teaching was taken away, and he was given a different course, almost as like a 

punishment.”  Another teacher, Rebecca, felt “it was almost like they did it like a reward 

system, like if the administration liked you, they would give you the ‘good classes.’”  

Lisa, an English teacher, believed teachers who complained did not receive what they 

wanted: 

The more that you’re a team player and the more that you’re willing to do what’s 

asked, the more you get listened to in the end…if you’re somebody who’s not 

willing to give anything, and then you’ve got a problem, and you only want the 

best planning periods or whatever, you know, it often doesn’t end up…working 

for you.  That’s just a perception that I’ve had, of some of the more challenging 

teachers.  In other words, throwing a fit doesn’t tend to work in that department, 

which I think most teachers would agree is just fine. 

 

 Teachers who felt disempowered by the teaching assignment process used strong 

negative language to describe their experiences.  Carla, a health and physical education 

teacher, described how her favorite course was taken from her with no explanation and 

believed her administrator was on a “power trip”: 
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This year I was told that I’m no longer teaching it.  No reason why.  I wasn’t 

asked.  The guy that they said’s doing it next year, wasn’t asked if he even wanted 

to, and just basically, we were told that it was admin’s decision.  There’s a new 

person in the special ed. chair position.  Seems to be on a power trip.  

 

She lamented, “you just feel slighted when no one gives reasons.  Everyone tells you, 

you’re so valued and…you’ll get to take part in the decision making, and they don’t 

follow through.”  She added, “They keep moving people.  What does the one guy say, 

‘pass the trash.’  I feel…that’s what they do with teachers and administrators.” 

 Kelly, an English teacher, believed she had very little input in the teaching 

assignment process, describing herself as a “worker bee”:  

Occasionally I think the department chair will ask someone a question, like 

“Would you be okay with this even though it wasn’t on your list?”  But overall, I 

think it’s a kind of mysterious process.  And I get that there are a lot of factors, 

and I’m just a worker bee.  But because it makes your year—the schedule has a 

lot of emotions surrounding it. 

 

Cathy, an English teacher in the same school, agreed: “all I do on my end is send in my 

top three preferences, and then everything else happens on the other side.”  English 

teacher Rebecca believed her administration “pretty much knew what people were going 

to be teaching, but they didn’t want to tell people until the last possible second, because 

they didn’t it want to be a problem if they had to change something.”  She felt strongly 

that administrators did not care about teachers based on their teaching assignment 

process, explaining,  

somebody would get really excited about their schedule but then it would change 

again before school started…I think they pretty much told us don’t count on your 

schedule until we give you the paper one that you get the first day the teachers 

come back to school.  I don’t think they ever like officially notified us prior to 

that.  Understandably, they want to be able to make changes at the final second, 

and they don’t really care if the teachers hate their lives.   

 

Rebecca added, “I think that there’s a lot of well-meaning teachers who go into this job 
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thinking that they’re going to be able to make a difference, but the issue isn’t the 

teachers—it’s the administration.  They just don’t care.”  Carla, a physical education 

teacher, discussed feeling disempowered by her administration: “you’re still at the mercy 

of the principals and admin and I feel like that—you’re like Eeyore and you’re, the dark 

cloud follows you.”   

 Administrators empowered teachers by providing them with voice and honoring 

requests in the teaching assignment process.  Administrators disempowered some 

teachers through the teaching assignment process and occasionally used assignments as 

commodity, punishment, or reward.  Several teachers used negative language to describe 

feeling disempowered by the teaching assignment process. 

 Unprofessional administrator behavior.  Three teachers described unprofessional 

behavior by their administrators related to teaching assignment as disempowering.  They 

saw the behavior as an abuse of power and believed the administrators made changes 

arbitrarily, as a punishment, or as a method of pushing an unwanted teacher to transfer to 

a different school.  These teachers either felt unable to complain to the principal’s 

supervisor or attempted to complain with an unsatisfactory resolution, adding to their loss 

of agency in the situation.   

 Rebecca, a teacher in an urban district, described being unable to complain about 

her supervisor’s behavior and eventually leaving the school as a result.  She believed he 

changed her teaching assignment to something she disliked as a means of punishment 

after they had a falling out: 

There was plenty of times when I was unhappy with my teaching assignment that 

didn’t make me quit.  [I quit this time] because I knew he was doing it out of 

spite.  I think it’s a well-known thing that administrators play favorites when it 

comes to scheduling so the fact that he was going to get me with that made me 
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want to leave. 

 

Although she was upset about what she viewed as a vindictive reaction, she believed she 

could not complain: 

There was really no way to go over his head. He was basically the last word on 

that…it was kind of like I couldn’t—there was really no way for me to tell on him 

without sort of inadvertently telling on myself too.  So I was like, forget it, I will 

just go. 

 

Rebecca also believed some administrators distributed “better” teaching assignments to 

their favorite teachers as a reward.  She stated, “it was almost like they did it like a 

reward system, like if the administration liked you they would give you the ‘good 

classes.’”  

 Similarly, Jessica, a Category B special education teacher (teacher of students 

with severe disabilities who are generally taught in self-contained classes), described her 

last principal as a  

bully.  That’s how he did things and if you didn’t respond to that, he didn’t know 

really what to do with you.  So what he did for me—I started the autism program 

at that school.  I developed it over a three-year period.  He kind of took that away 

from me and made me a Cat B teacher.  I’d been dealing with higher functioning 

and supporting them in gen. ed., studying and doing social skills classes and 

executive functioning.  Anyway, he slowly kind of took that away from me…I 

have ten years’ experience doing this…he called me in two years ago and said, 

“We really need you back in the history department.”  And I said, “You can’t find 

somebody with a special ed. and history certification?  You think it’s going to be 

easier to find somebody with ten years’ experience in autism and setting up a 

program and running a program?”  I said, “I don’t think I’d have a hard time 

making a case for this being punitive.”  And we did go to mediation over it.  But 

of course, they said, “It’s a staffing decision.  It’s a school decision.  And he can 

do it.”  And so, he hired somebody that had never ever worked with students with 

autism and had a provisional license.  So clearly, it was personal.  So that’s how 

he makes his decisions. 

 

Jessica also recounted a story about her principal making derogatory comments about 

women, but teachers would not complain about him: 
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I didn’t want to leave.  I didn’t want him to win.  That’s what I was thinking, 

because it pissed me off.  I was angry every day.  Every day I was angry…one 

year we had like 15 women who were pregnant.  He made disparaging comments 

to them.  Do you know nobody, nobody, nobody would file a complaint.  One of 

them was my good friend, and I understand why my friend didn’t.  She’s a brand 

new teacher on a provisional license, so I get that.  But I begged this other girl.  

He said something…really crude when she entered a room in front of witnesses 

and she would not [file a complaint]—and another AP begged her to and she 

would not.  

 

Jessica added, “I was just angry all the time because he was allowed to get away with 

that.”  She left that school for one in a different district because of her principal’s 

behavior and her reassignment to teaching special education history from the autism 

program that she created.  She believed the reassignment was done as a punishment, and 

she felt disempowered by her principal’s behavior and her inability to convince his 

supervisors he was abusing his power.  

 Physical education teacher Carla’s assistant principal talked openly about pushing 

teachers out of the school through teaching assignment changes:  

There are witnesses that hear her say that she’s trying to push so-and-so out.  

Yeah.  I think that that’s the reason I’m not teaching adaptive PE anymore, and 

she got rid of one [teacher] last year who’d been there for years, which, I mean, I 

understand if someone’s not doing the best for students, that maybe it’s not the 

right place for them, but in that position of sort of authority, you don’t say things 

like that.  You don’t make it obvious that you’re trying to get rid of someone. 

 

 Two of these teachers left the school where the administrator behaved in a manner 

they described as unprofessional.  They felt disempowered by administrators who seemed 

to act arbitrarily, using teaching assignment as punishment or a means to convince a 

teacher to leave the school.  Only one teacher attempted to regain some agency by filing a 

complaint with a supervisor, but nothing came of it, so she decided to leave the school. 

 Teacher voice.  Teacher voice was another way in which administrators could 

empower or disempower teachers.  Several administrators felt teachers had a reasonable 
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amount of input into school policies and decision making, and many teachers felt they 

had a voice in their buildings, including in relation to teaching assignment.   

 Jeff, an assistant principal, declared, “I think if you ask teachers they would say 

that they would want more opportunity, but we do have a very healthy, active teacher 

advisory committee, and there are ten teachers, and we have 85 so ten teachers is—what 

would that be?  About 15 percent of the teachers.”  Sharon discussed a policy change due 

to teacher feedback: 

This year we changed the cell phone policy, as a result of all the teachers 

providing input.  So, I think they have…a lot of say.  And the principal and the 

administrative team, we always are willing to hear people bringing it up at the 

table.  With regards to division level policies, we have a teacher round table 

where those teachers, they’ll meet with the superintendent, take concerns to him 

monthly, along with the classified round table.  So, I think they all feel heard 

when they do have an idea.  

 

Likewise, assistant principal Patricia removed a course offering based on teacher input:  

My two teachers who have taught fluent speakers have said it doesn’t work.  We 

really need to address those students within the wider scope of the diversity that is 

regular Spanish II and Spanish III, to segment those kids away from all the rest of 

the Spanish-speaking kids and level II or level III—well, we’ll start at a level III.  

But the level II kids, it does them a disservice, and they don’t progress as a group.  

They don’t progress as far or nearly as well as they should.  So we’re not going to 

teach it. 

 

Additionally, she discussed why some teachers in her building might feel a lack of voice: 

Sometimes policy or decision opportunities aren’t equally shared with 

[teachers]—we have five assistant principals.  Not all of those people get out there 

and talk to their departments, or communicate something that people could 

participate in or share their thoughts and opinions about.  They may not feel they 

have any voice.   

 

 Three teachers described colleagues who seemed to have a stronger voice in their 

schools due to seniority, teaching advanced classes, or working closely with 

administration.  Meredith, an English teacher, claimed, “it seems that people who teach 
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honors or AP for some reason seem to have more of a sway in the department, as opposed 

to people who teach just an academic class.”  Similarly, social studies teacher Heather 

stated, “I think some teachers have more insight than others, granted the teachers who 

seem to have more insight also have gotten their administrative certificates and therefore 

are doing a little bit of work behind the scenes with the administrators.”  Special 

education teacher Jessica described the influence of seniority in her school:  

That’s one of the reasons I let my history certification drop, because I love 

history, but I wasn’t ever placed in it.  And so many people were certified in 

history and special ed., and they had seniority when I first arrived. 

 

 One department chair recounted her assistant principal making a change in 

assignment for a respected veteran teacher:  

I know he has changed one thing, a very respected teacher that’s been at school 

forever, was kind of like, “don’t take this away from me.  I have earned this.  I’ve 

been doing this forever,” and they did change it to kinda meet what the teacher 

wanted. 

 

 Several teachers felt they had a reasonable amount of input in their schools.  For 

example, English teacher Lisa described a vertical articulation day: 

We came out of that with an agreement that we were gonna incorporate more 

research into our curriculum, 9 through 12…so, you know, that again was a full 

day, kind of, when we got together, and everybody was looking at the program of 

studies together and breaking everything down that we kind of all came to that 

realization of, hey, we gotta do some major changes here in our department.  So I 

think it’s a very open, our department chair is very open to new ideas. 

 

Caroline, a science teacher, explained her school was continually “revamping…so 

everybody kind of can contribute.  We have an FAC [Faculty Advisory Committee] and 

we have an IC [Instructional Council] so those are places where faculty can put forth 

their comments…that’s pretty much where our input is.”  Lisa described pitching a new 

course to her administrator and being allowed to move forward with implementation: 
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Their grades were not matching up to what their ability level was essentially.  So 

based on that data I pitched the idea to my principal and my department chair and 

my English administrator to one class that would be an English 10 class, and 

we’re calling it English 10 Bridging which is handpicked students that would, 

based on Cogat and Naglieri scores from second grade and teacher input and then 

[standardized test] scores and then grades in ninth grade English.  A class of about 

25 kids gets formed with the goal of attempting to get these kids to take more 

advanced placement classes, whether it be English or whether it be math or 

science, wherever they feel that their strength is, and get them kind of on the track 

for college bound and going that route.  So I pitched that idea and it was 

approved, so I got a three year pilot course to do that, so that’s what I’m doing for 

three years…they let me create a whole ‘nother course. 

 

Administrators empowered teachers by giving them a voice in school policies and 

decisions.   

 Administrators could disempower teachers by refusing to give them a voice; in 

some cases, teachers felt their opinions were requested but ignored, leading to feelings of 

disempowerment.  The “get on board or get out” philosophy employed by some 

administrators disempowered teachers and department chairs.   

 Five of the administrators interviewed described a “get on board or get out” 

philosophy with their teachers; department chairs and teachers felt disempowered by this 

philosophy.  Matt, a principal in Auburn County, explained, 

I want folks to be on board, but if you’re not on board, go look somewhere else.  

Something I said to my staff is, “This is the direction we’re going, and these are 

the things that we’re gonna do, and if you’re on board, great.  I’d love to have 

you.  If you’re not on board, let’s have a conversation and see if I can convince 

you to stay, and if I can’t, let’s find a home for you to go to.” 

 

He continued, “it comes back to trying to run a school.  You can’t run it off of everyone’s 

opinion, because you get yourself in trouble.  So part of it is kind of the direction I feel it 

needs to go.  Part of it is in conjunction with the assistant principals.” 

 Regarding teaching assignments, Jeff, an assistant principal at a rural mid-Atlantic 

high school, stated,  
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I don’t want people to think they can misbehave their way into getting what they 

want, but at the same time it’s not good for anybody if someone who’s just 

miserable is teaching something that they don’t want to teach.  So I try to figure 

out a balance. 

 

Another assistant principal from Auburn County, Andrew, explained some teachers might 

say to him, “‘I don’t really wanna team with that person,’ and it’s like ‘Well, you got 

to.’”  He added,  

it’s like this is the deal, and it’s okay if they disagree with that and want to go to 

[a district job transfer event].  That’s why I said you give them the schedule 

before [the transfer event]…If you want to go, go, but this is what we’re doing 

that’s best for kids. 

 

Patricia, an assistant principal in Auburn County, recounted telling a teacher he needed to 

teach some regular classes in addition to his AP classes: “he’s gonna have two AP World 

classes, so I said, ‘Could you,’ as they—you know, you get some, you get some taken 

back.  ‘Take one for the team.  I need you to do these two regular sections.’” 

 Charles, a principal in the rural South, felt communication was important when 

teachers were not given a choice about a teaching assignment change: 

If I’m going to change someone’s assignment, and I have anything to do with it, 

I’ll either look them in the eye or talk to them on the phone.  I don’t think email is 

the right way to do that.  I just think you need that personal relationship where 

I’m looking at that person and saying, “Look, this is where we are.  This is what I 

need you to do,” and our teachers have been great with it, so kudos to them. 

 

Charles added, “I’ve never gone to a teacher and said, ‘I need you to do this,’ and they 

were like, ‘No, no, no way. I refuse.’  That’s not how that works around here.” 

 Gail, an English department chair in Auburn County, was frustrated by her lack of 

power in the teaching assignment process under a new principal: 

Our new principal that just started last year doesn’t involve the chairs at all.  He 

just sort of makes decisions and we deal with them, and then we beg for 

something, and it’s been a little frustrating not to have our voices heard that way, 

but that’s the new world we’re in.   
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She elaborated,  

under the past two principals, they would say, “okay, English, you have 96 

sections.  Figure it out.  If you wanna make English 12 a little bit bigger in order 

to keep English 11 smaller,” I have the power to do that, and we did that this year, 

again, with my AP’s complete—it was his idea.  We did it together.  We got our 

hands slapped for that and they were like, “no, we don’t want you changing things 

around.  This is what we gave you.”  We feel like it’s a lack of support for one 

of our programs that we’re trying to keep alive.  It’s sort of like, “too bad.  You 

don’t have enough numbers for two sections.  We’re just gonna kick some kids 

out rather than giving you two sections,” and we’re trying to eke out that extra 

section. 

 

In addition, Gail stated,  

things are introduced to us and we have had some chances to say our concerns, 

but at least under the present administration, things pretty much just happen the 

way they want them.  It’s kind of like, “buy in, get on board, or too bad.” 

 

Many administrators employed a philosophy that was nearly an ultimatum, telling their 

teachers and even department chairs they could do as they were told or find a job 

elsewhere.  This “get on board or get out” philosophy disempowered teachers and 

department chairs. 

 More than half the teachers interviewed discussed being included on committees 

or asked for feedback on policies, yet feeling their input was not taken into consideration.  

They were frustrated when their input was ignored.  Several believed administrators 

asked for teacher input to give the appearance of listening to staff while doing what they 

wanted, despite teacher opinions.  One department chair described feeling ignored.  

About one-third of teachers believed they had little or no voice in their buildings.  They 

described policies that affected teachers being implemented with no teacher feedback, 

and one teacher mentioned an administrator changing one of her student’s grades. 

 Caroline, a science teacher in Auburn County, explained, “I feel more often than 
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not, it’s kind of like hierarchy makes a decision…we either live by it or you find your 

way around it, kind of thing.”  Meredith, an English teacher in a suburban mid-Atlantic 

district, agreed: 

Occasionally you’ll be asked if you want to join a committee to work on school 

policies.  But they’re very small, considering we have something like 300 

teachers; there’s maybe 5 people on a committee.  And people don’t volunteer 

often for that.  I feel that they believe that administration already has the answer 

in their mind, and it’s just kind of a formality. 

 

Carla, a physical education teacher in Auburn County, said she was tired of being asked 

for input, because “it’s never considered, it doesn’t seem like anyway.  You can be asked 

your opinion, but then they don’t ever do it.”  Auburn County special education teacher 

Jessica stated her administrative team determined what issues needed to be addressed and 

took feedback from teachers, but she believed they “listen[ed] to feedback after they 

made the decision.” 

 Similarly, Cathy, an English teacher in Auburn County, described feeling like 

giving input was a waste of time: 

I don’t always feel that our input is ever really taken into consideration, other than 

just being able to say, well, we asked the teachers.  We talked to teachers.  We got 

their input.  My impressions, honestly, have been, in my limited experience, that 

the county in a lot of ways has their mind sort of made up about certain changes 

that they’re going to be making, and regardless of what the teachers’ opinions or 

feelings or input is, they’re going to do what they’re going to do. It feels like a 

waste of time. 

 

She elaborated:  

 

We were first starting to discuss and begin to implement the test retake policy. 

There was a person from the district that came and did a little presentation with 

some of the administrative team at my school.  And a bunch of teachers were 

invited to come and participate, and I was one of them, and there were 

representatives from all different departments and all different levels…after we all 

sort of expressed these concerns and hesitations and like all of that, after doing all 

of this work, you know, having to write stuff on the big pieces of paper that are 

posted up all about the room and that whole thing, the lady from the district was 
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basically like, “Well, we’re going to do a retake policy, and your school is going 

to have one”…and it felt like, well, if it’s going to happen anyways, then why did 

you just waste my planning period…it was frustrating. 

 

Megan, a Spanish teacher in Auburn County, stated, “they are probably go to do what 

they want to do…what I’m saying is, even if they ask for advice from us and like you 

think that they’re taking our stuff into consideration, I don’t really know how much they 

are.”  Gail, an Auburn County department chair, explained, “we have had some chances 

to say our concerns, but at least under the present administration, things pretty much just 

happen the way they want them.  It’s kind of like, buy in, get on board, or too bad.”  Gail 

believed there were policies with which most of the teachers in her department disagreed, 

but “we’ve just kind of been told, no, do it.  It’s happening.”  Likewise, Auburn County 

special education teacher Rachel’s department chair told her, “this is how it was for 16 

years.  And this is how it’s going to continue to be.”  Auburn County physical education 

teacher Carla’s department complained about their large class sizes; she stated, “you’re 

just told basically to shut up and don’t complain, because it could be worse.” 

 Lisa, an Auburn County English teacher, felt it was difficult to take on leadership 

roles in her building 

because we have such strong leadership already, so like all the team leaders have 

been in place for years and years.  So it’s hard to get into that circle of being able 

to have more input into that kind of stuff…I’ve been able to serve on the 

technology committee which you know has a big input as far as technology goes 

in school…I always feel like I have a voice within my department and with my 

principal, obviously, but it’s still kind of a tough circle to break into just because 

there’s only so many limited positions. 

   

 Kelly, another English teacher from Auburn County, claimed, “I feel like I have 

very little opportunity to speak, and that my thoughts aren’t really wanted.”  Auburn 

County special education teacher Rachel agreed, declaring, “it’s up to the department 
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chair, and she tells us what to do and what not to do.  And if she doesn’t agree, she 

changes it anyway.  So I don’t really feel we have an input process.”  Similarly, English 

teacher Rebecca described a major policy change in her district implemented with no 

teacher input: 

The board changed, over the summer, the weight of the grade categories for us, 

and they didn’t ask any of the teachers.  And the weights that they came up with 

were crazy.  It was like, homework only counted for like 1 percent or something.  

So a kid could literally never do their homework, and it wouldn’t even affect 

anything…and they didn’t ask for any teacher input on that at all.  So, I mean, 

that’s just an example, but I feel like a lot of decisions are made without asking 

the teachers when it comes to school policies. 

 

In addition, Auburn County science teacher Caroline stated,  

 

sometimes I feel like we don’t really have a voice in a lot of the decisions.  I 

know they’re trying to have more teacher committees on things and teacher 

leadership…when it comes to a lot of decisions, it is what it is.  And you just, you 

either live with it, or you find a different place to go. 

 

 Rebecca also believed  

if you try to get everyone’s input, things would get done even more slowly than 

they already do…it’s almost like I wish I could have more input…personally, I 

would like to be queen of the school, but I understand why that can’t be the case. 

 

 Auburn County special education teacher Rachel, declared, “I don’t have 

ownership over my classroom or behavior management or grades.  I mean, I gave a 

student a grade and she changed it.”  Carla, a physical education teacher in Auburn 

County, explained her new principal’s philosophy: “‘If you’re not gonna be a player on 

my team, then you’re not gonna be here,’ and it’s like, wow.  You do have a lot of power 

and control.”  

 Administrators empowered teachers by giving them a voice in school policy 

decisions, curriculum, and teaching assignment.  They disempowered teachers by 

ignoring their input or employing a “get on board or get out” philosophy. 
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 External power.  Three of the nine administrators interviewed discussed their 

own disempowerment due to external power from the central office level or from their 

principals.   

 Susan, a director of guidance, explained feedback was not listened to in her 

district: “the superintendent will ask people to be on a committee.  The committee will 

work and come up with a suggestion, and then he does whatever he wants.”  Auburn 

County assistant principal Andrew wished he knew the staffing and budget information 

farther in advance and compared school-based administrators to minions:  

Couldn’t you just email us that information ahead of time?  Like whatever math 

formula they’re using to come up with those numbers, it would just save us a lot 

of pain.  ‘Cause we make a schedule up, then you come back and you’re like, 

“Oh, we didn’t get as many sections as we want.  We have to combine these two, 

make these changes.”  So now I will admit, I don’t know what happens echelons 

above corps when they do all that stuff, so there might be a lot of other factors 

where they can’t share that information.  But from our perspective at the school 

level, we’re just little minions here.  It seems like they—that information comes 

down after we’ve done all this registering from the kids and arranging teachers’ 

schedules, so that’d be nice to know. 

 

Patricia, an Auburn County assistant principal, lamented the constant leadership attrition 

in her building, stating, 

we’ve had three principals in the last six years.  That’s tough…somebody comes 

in, they observe, they make their changes, and then they leave; and somebody 

comes in, observes, and then they make their changes, and then they leave…so, 

the staff feels like they’ve been a little bit on a merry-go-round—that have been 

there all that time.  That policies keep changing.  I don’t know that a lot of huge 

policies have changed, but that’s a teacher perspective, I think, that some policies, 

at the whim of the principal—the man at the top—things are different. 

 

 Administrators were disempowered by supervisors in central office and even by 

their principals.    

 Summary of power relations.  Overall, administrators empowered teachers by 

accepting their input and offering them choices around teaching assignments.  They 
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disempowered teachers by changing their teaching assignments, ignoring their input, and 

telling teachers to “get on board or get out.”  Teachers felt disempowered by the 

unprofessional actions of administrators, while administrators felt disempowered by 

central office staff and building principals.  

 In conclusion, both administrators and teachers described the teaching assignment 

process in terms associated with power.  Administrators could empower or disempower 

teachers depending on their teaching assignment distribution process or philosophies.  

Administrators were disempowered by their higher-ups, and teachers were disempowered 

by administrators through a lack of voice and, occasionally, the unprofessional actions of 

administrators.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter described the findings of this qualitative study on teaching 

assignment distribution in high schools.  Findings were broken down by research 

question into sections on teaching assignment process, retention and attrition, and power.  

The voices of fourteen teachers and nine administrators from nine districts in six states 

were heard in these findings.   

 The process of teaching assignment distribution was explained through themes of 

logistics and timeline, decision factors, administrator philosophies, metaphors, and 

emotions in order to answer the first two research questions.  Administrators described 

facilitating the process of teaching assignment distribution through decision factors of 

certification, best fit, teacher experience and quality, team dynamics, teacher preference, 

data, and parent input.  Teachers perceived most of the same decision factors, though 

they viewed teacher experience as seniority.  Philosophies around teaching assignment 
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included a balance of honors and regular courses, consistency, shaking it up, get on board 

or get out, and making everyone happy.  While consistency and shaking it up were 

opposites, the other three philosophies often existed alongside one of them.  Challenges 

of the process included managing logistics, creating co-teaching teams, finding a balance 

between best fit and teacher preference, having difficult conversations, and making 

everyone happy.  Administrators found teachers’ preference for honors a challenge.  

Teachers and administrators used metaphors such as a puzzle and a mystery to describe 

the teaching assignment process.  In addition, administrators expressed strong feelings 

about the process, with some expressing pride when teachers were successful and happy 

and others expressing dread at the thought of the process.  Teachers described strong 

feelings about the process in their departments. 

 Teachers and administrators described connections between the teaching 

assignment process and teacher career decisions, especially based on social conditions 

such as administrative support, communication, transparency, trust, and collegial 

relationships.  Teachers described social conditions as impacting their decisions to stay at 

or leave a school, and several left a school because of a teaching assignment or conflict 

with an administrator. 

 The teaching assignment process could be used to empower or disempower 

teachers.  Administrators empowered teachers by providing choice in teaching 

assignment and voice in school policy decisions.  Teachers felt disempowered by lack of 

voice, changing of teaching assignments, and unprofessional behavior by administrators.  

Several administrators felt disempowered by their central office or their principals.  

Participants described power as an influence on the teaching assignment process.   



 

 237 

 Although the sample is small and less diverse than I had intended, the voices of 

participants are clear in these findings.  Their voices and their stories help fill the gaps in 

the literature on attrition and retention, teaching assignment, leadership, and power and 

decision making. 
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Chapter Five: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

 In this study, I employed basic interpretive design (Merriam, 2009) to discover 

the strategies and rationales high school administrators used in distributing teaching 

assignments.  I conducted semi-structured interviews of teachers and administrators to 

learn their perceptions of the process of teaching assignment distribution and their beliefs 

about the process’s effects on teacher retention.  I analyzed the data for themes, including 

how power relations came into play throughout the process.  Theoretical and conceptual 

frameworks included social capital (Bourdieu, 1984) and psychological contract 

(Rousseau, 1989), trust (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998), communication, and 

transparency (Klein, 2012).  The research questions guiding the study were: 

 How do high school administrators describe their facilitation of the teaching 

assignment distribution process?   

 What factors do teachers perceive to influence the distribution of teaching 

assignments?   

 How do administrators and teachers believe that the assignment process affects 

teacher retention? 

 How do teachers and administrators experience power relations as an influence 

on the teaching assignment process? 

 In this chapter I will briefly revisit the findings from chapter four.  Then, I will 

connect existing literature to the data from this study, discussing five key findings: (1) 

social capital was a component of the teaching assignment process connected to teachers’ 

preference for honors courses and students; (2) administrator communication and 
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transparency seemed related to teachers’ perception of psychological contract breach, 

trust in their administrators, and occasionally their career decisions; (3) social conditions 

were an important factor in teacher retention; (4) teaching assignment had an impact on 

teacher career decisions; and (5) administrators demonstrated symbolic violence over 

teachers, evident through language of power and decision making.  I will discuss 

recommendations for practitioners and ideas for future research for scholars.  Finally, I 

will conclude by returning to my original assumptions and goals for this study. 

Interpretation 

 Administrators and teachers explained the teaching assignment process through 

logistics and timeline, decision factors, administrator philosophies, metaphors, and 

emotions.  The seven decision factors that emerged from the data were certification, best 

fit, teacher experience and quality, team dynamics, teacher preference, data, and parent 

input.  Administrator philosophies included a balance of honors and regular courses, 

consistency, shaking it up, get on board or get out, and making everyone happy.  

Administrators used metaphors for the process of a puzzle, a numbers game, presents, 

and an NFL draft.  Teachers described the process as a mystery and a juggling act.  Most 

administrators seemed to enjoy the challenges of the process and found rewards in 

successful matching of teachers with courses and students.  Teachers reported strong 

emotions around teaching assignments.     

 Both teachers and administrators believed teaching assignment affected teacher 

retention.  Both also emphasized social conditions including administrative support and 

collegial relationships as impacting teacher career decisions.  Teachers and administrators 

described the teaching assignment process in language associated with power.    



 

 240 

Administrators had the ability to empower teachers through choice in teaching 

assignments and voice in school decision making.  Teachers felt disempowered by 

administrators through a lack of voice and, occasionally, the unprofessional actions of 

administrators.  Administrators felt disempowered by supervisors or their districts.  

 Several key themes emerged from the findings.  Teachers perceived social capital 

as a major component of the teaching assignment process; administrators also described 

making assignment decisions based on teachers’ social capital.  Teachers with more 

social capital tended to obtain their desired courses.  In addition, the status involved with 

teaching honors seemed to create a stigma around teaching regular courses.  The 

language used by teachers and administrators to describe honors versus regular education 

classes was emotive, linking positivity and status to honors, IB, and AP classes while 

implying regular classes contained students no one wanted to teach.  

 Teachers mainly fell into one of two categories in their reaction to the teaching 

assignment process: those whose style was go with the flow or who appreciated change, 

and those who actively disliked or seemed threatened by change.  Administrators 

followed one or more of four main philosophies: assignment balance, consistency in 

teaching assignments, shaking it up, or get on board or get out.  Additionally, they 

seemed to subscribe to one of two methods of interacting with teachers: extensive 

communication and transparency to keep teachers happy, or direct conflict in expecting 

teachers to fall in line or find a new school. Most teachers and a few administrators 

acknowledged the strong emotions surrounding the teaching assignment process.    

 Regarding the frameworks for this study, social capital was evident throughout 

the data in references to teacher seniority and its relation to claiming desired (or in some 
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cases “desirable”) assignments.  Breach of psychological contract was apparent in many 

teachers’ descriptions of their negative emotions around assignment changes.  Teachers 

described an appreciation for communication and transparency by administrators, 

describing less distress over assignment changes when communication was early in the 

process, face-to-face, and sincere.  Teachers who felt administrators did not communicate 

their strategies for the process often seemed jaded or dissatisfied with their school 

leadership.  Late or no communication seemed related to teachers’ perception of 

psychological contract breach, loss of trust in their administrators, and career decisions.  

Social conditions, including administrative support and collegial relationships, were 

important for teacher retention. 

 The language of power could be found throughout the data.  Some administrators 

exhibited empathy for their teachers, while others seemed to prefer giving ultimatums 

that disempowered teachers and ignored teacher input.  Teachers viewed the process as a 

mystery, imbued with secrecy, while administrators seemed to appreciate the problem 

solving challenges.  In some cases, teaching assignment was reward or punishment or 

employed as a commodity; this demonstrated transactional leadership by some 

administrators.  Some administrators demonstrated symbolic violence over teachers.  

They perpetuated the power structure of the school institution through their actions 

associated with teaching assignment.  This was evident through teachers’ and 

administrators’ use of the language of power and decision making.  Figure 4 found at the 

end of this section illustrates revised conceptual and theoretical frameworks focusing on 

the teaching assignment process. 

 Social capital was a component of the teaching assignment process connected 
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to teachers’ preference for honors courses and students.  Teachers and administrators 

described courses being distributed and teacher preferences honored based on seniority.  

Many administrators recounted teachers’ preference for honors courses and honors 

students as a major challenge in the teaching assignment process.  While they believed 

teachers should have a balance of honors and regular courses, they held strong beliefs 

about which types of students were easy or more difficult to teach in the language they 

used to describe honors and regular students, which may perpetuate the stereotypes 

around those types of students and the reputation or status of teachers who are assigned to 

those students.  Several teachers and administrators described teaching assignment as a 

commodity, using them as reward or punishment for teachers.  Teachers’ social capital 

and seniority seemed to influence their teaching assignment and whether they received 

their preferred courses. 

 Seniority.  Kalogrides et al. (2013) stated, “teachers in more powerful positions—

that is, those with more experience or those who hold teacher-leader positions—may be 

better positioned to obtain their desired teaching assignments” (p. 106).  In addition, 

another recent study found veteran teachers were likelier to receive their desired courses 

and grade levels than novice teachers (Bieler et al., 2017).  This was evident in the data 

when teachers and administrators used language of entitlement related to seniority.  For 

example, Andrew, an assistant principal, offered a teacher a course he believed she 

wanted; when she was upset, he switched her schedule, explaining, “she earned the right 

to say no.”  Multiple teachers described colleagues with many years’ experience 

receiving “preferred” courses like AP, IB, and honors, despite other teachers’ 

qualifications.  Kalogrides et al. (2013) believed “relations within schools may work to 
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the detriment of those with less experience and therefore less power” (p. 119).  Several 

administrators also explained new teachers were likelier to float than veteran teachers, 

again demonstrating the power of social capital in securing preferred situations for some 

teachers.  The data on teachers’ perceptions of seniority as a decision factor in the 

teaching assignment process, teachers’ recounting of the preference given to more 

experienced teachers, and administrators’ description of changes made to teaching 

assignment for veteran teachers and not others all support the finding that social capital 

has an effect on teaching assignment distribution.  

 Preference for honors.  This use of social capital related directly to teachers’ 

preferences for honors and advanced courses and students.  Social capital is based on 

collective valuation.  Teachers in a department must value similar courses for those 

courses to provide social capital.  Finley (1984) claimed that teachers were in competition 

for high-status students.  Grossman and Stodolsky (1994) believed courses and the status 

of teachers reflected the nature of the students in those courses, stating, “teachers who 

teach advanced courses required for college or advanced placement may achieve high 

status and satisfaction, [while]…those who teach lower tracks may somehow be seen as 

less able or as having lower status than those who teach higher tracks” (p. 193).  It is 

unclear whether teachers who teach lower tracked classes are given those classes because 

they are less effective, or whether they are perceived as less effective because they teach 

those students. 

 Administrators believed teachers preferred honors courses because students were 

compliant and easy to engage.  They used loaded language demonstrating clear feelings 

in their comments about struggling students such as “take one for the team.”  No 
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administrator used “take one for the team” or other similar language or phrases in 

describing honors courses or students.  Despite using this language around regular 

classes, one assistant principal told a story about a teacher who wept when asked to teach 

regular classes and seemed baffled by the teacher’s reaction.  Another assistant principal, 

used the term “wealth” while a department chair used the phrase “bright spot” to describe 

AP or honors courses.  She also described creating a less-than-ideal teaching team and 

placing them with seniors, as it did the least damage since the lower grades needed to be 

prepared for standardized testing.  The other department chair implied teachers wanted to 

leave rather than teach regular classes; she described teaching a lower-level class as being 

“in the trenches.”  Administrators and department chairs perceived highly valued courses 

to be honors, AP, and IB, and sometimes spoke in derogatory language about regular 

classes and regular students.   

 Teachers of advanced courses seemed to have more social capital than others.  

One teacher who enjoyed teaching teamed classes still described regular classes as 

difficult, and another described a certain “cachet” around IB and honors courses which 

led to other teachers’ resentment of those teachers selected to teach advanced courses.  

Although teachers did not describe a personal preference for honors, their use of language 

around teaching assignments indicated many did view honors, AP, and IB courses as 

more valuable or higher in status than regular education courses.  Most administrators 

and both department chairs viewed teachers’ preference for honors classes as a challenge 

of the teaching assignment process.  Administrators often described wanting to place the 

best teachers with the most at-risk students; if administrators allow teachers to track 

themselves so teachers with more social capital only teach honors, this could perpetuate 
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the inequity educators are trying to solve.  

 Reward and punishment.  Kalogrides et al. (2013) found teaching experience was 

associated with the types of students to which teachers were assigned; they posited this 

could be due to certain teachers holding more power to request and obtain their desired 

courses and students, or to principals rewarding teachers they hoped to retain or to punish 

other teachers.  This policy of rewarding and punishing teachers could be seen when one 

administrator described her teaching assignment philosophy as “stroke your thoroughbred 

and kick your donkeys,” explaining how she rewarded effective teachers with courses of 

choice. 

 One teacher, Rebecca, implied administrators could negatively impact teachers 

via scheduling lower-level courses.  One teacher described a colleague receiving a course 

as a punishment for talking back to an administrator, and another explained new teachers 

often “got stuck” with lower-level courses because most teachers did not want to teach 

them.  Several used the phrase “reward” when discussing teaching assignments.  Another 

teacher described an administrator who talked about pushing teachers out of the building 

via teaching assignments, another example of teaching assignment as punishment.   

 Administrator communication and transparency seemed related to teachers’ 

perception of psychological contract breach, trust in their administrators, and 

occasionally their career decisions.  Administrator communication and transparency 

were extremely important to teachers.  Early and personal communication about teaching 

assignments could ameliorate possible negative effects of a breach of psychological 

contract.  Teachers who experienced violation of psychological contract or perceived 

administrators as secretive sometimes chose to leave their schools. 
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 Trust, communication, and transparency.  Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999) 

identified five faces of trust: benevolence, reliability, competence, honesty, and openness.  

Trust, along with communication and transparency, helps administrators foster a positive 

school climate (Halawah, 2005) and increase job satisfaction (De Nobile & McCormick, 

2008; Rajesh & Suganthi, 2013).  Teacher and department chair participants praised 

administrator transparency.  Teachers wanted to trust their administrators and their 

benevolence in the teaching assignment process.  

 Half of the teachers interviewed described their annoyance at being asked for 

input on policies and then being ignored.  Teachers expressed varied levels annoyance 

regarding administrators who solicited their input and then did not apply it.  Many felt 

they were being asked so administrators could say they had consulted the teachers and 

still do what they wanted.  Teachers described wanting to trust the competence and 

reliability of their administrators but feeling doubts based on various administrator 

actions, supporting Handford and Leithwood’s (2013) claim that teacher trust in 

principals was most influenced by “competence, consistency and reliability, openness, 

respect and integrity” (p. 194).  Administrators who were not transparent and did not 

communicate well, as well those who demonstrated unprofessional behavior, frustrated 

teachers and eroded their trust.  Teachers whose teaching assignment was changed late in 

the summer described feeling frustrated, annoyed, stressed, and overwhelmed.  They also 

described experiencing anxiety every year following, nervous that a last-minute change 

would be made again without prior communication from an administrator. 

 Many teachers described administrators who spoke to them about teaching 

assignments well in advance, soliciting their preferences, asking their opinions, keeping 
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them apprised of possible changes, and offering them choices.  Teachers were not as 

upset about changes in assignment if they were informed early on and if administrators 

explained the rationale for the changes.  Such transparency seemed to increase teachers’ 

trust in administration and reduce conflict (Klein, 2012).  In contrast, teachers expressed 

frustration around being kept in the dark regarding teaching assignment decisions.  When 

trust was broken between a teacher and a principal, consequences could include 

punishment or getting even (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998).   

 Administrators claimed they let teachers know about any schedule changes as 

early in the spring as possible.  If they could not accommodate teacher requests, most 

administrators spoke with teachers face-to-face to inform them; in addition, a number of 

administrators reported giving teachers choices when assignments had to be changed in 

an attempt to give teachers some ownership over the process.  Teachers described feeling 

grateful when they were told early about assignment changes; they also described 

administrative support, which included communication, transparency, and trust, as factors 

that impacted teacher career decisions.  These findings support Klein’s (2012) conclusion 

that the act of keeping staff apprised of information made staff appreciative of 

administration.     

 Psychological contract.  Rousseau (1989) found violation of psychological 

contact to result in resentment, anger, even moral outrage and a feeling that an injustice 

has been committed.  A number of teachers whose teaching assignments were changed 

over the summer seemed to view this as a breach of psychological contract, recounting 

feelings of frustration, anger, annoyance, and helplessness.  Meredith described it as 

having the rug pulled out from under her.  Some described teachers whose schedules 
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were changed at the last minute as “freaking out.”  Two teachers, Cathy and Caroline, 

said they were “on pins and needles” until receiving a schedule in the mail each August.  

Teachers experiencing a lack of communication about change in teaching assignments 

felt they were not being valued or heard, or their “feelings aren’t worthy of 

acknowledgement.”  One teacher assumed she did something wrong to have her favorite 

course taken from her with no explanation and felt hurt.  Overall, this evidence supported 

the findings that “individuals who psychological contract has been violated feel let down 

and betrayed” (Rousseau, 1989, p. 133).   

 Rousseau (1989) recommended employers assess employee perception of 

reciprocal obligations or promises and apply principles of good faith and fairness 

including communication of bad news.  Several administrators applied this advice.  When 

changes had to be made to schedules over the summer, administrators generally called 

teachers rather than sending an email or a letter.  Some spoke to teachers face-to-face if 

they felt teachers might be unhappy with an assignment.  Charles explained the 

importance of a personal relationship in relaying information to teachers.  Teachers who 

were given early notice of changes were pleased, while most teachers regarded a late 

change in teaching assignment as a breach of psychological contract which eroded their 

trust in administrators and in the teaching assignment process overall.  Open, early, and 

personal communication ameliorated the negative effects of a violation of psychological 

contract regarding teaching assignment. 

 Career decisions.  Several teachers recounted stories about leaving that could be 

connected to a breach of psychological contract.  Caroline described a colleague whose 

equipment was upgraded but two years later, his program was cut, so he left her school.  
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Another teacher, Kelly, was given a schedule with both planning periods on the same 

day.  At the end of the year, her administrators could not guarantee it would not happen 

again, so she left.  Rebecca believed her administrator purposely took away classes she 

enjoyed teaching to be spiteful, so she left the school.  Lisa was led to believe she could 

start teaching middle school in a secondary school and eventually move up to teaching 

high school; when she found out this would never happen due to conflict between 

administrators, she left the building for a high school teaching position elsewhere.  

Teachers who felt administrators were not upholding their side of the contract around 

teaching assignment often chose to find a new school.  This could be due at least in part 

to teachers’ perception of a breach of psychological contract by their administrators.   

 Teachers exhibited one of two reactions toward their teaching assignments: 

go with the flow or emotional.  More than half the teachers interviewed described 

themselves as a “go with the flow” personality.  These teachers were not upset by a 

change in teaching assignment and were willing to teach whatever they were asked.  In 

addition, some teachers seemed to enjoy a change in assignment.  Most of these teachers 

described their administration or their working conditions in positive terms.  Two 

teachers created new courses, which they were teaching, at their schools.  Several 

described being stressed by changes in teaching assignment but were neither upset nor 

resentful about changes.   

 In contrast, about one-third of the teachers demonstrated strong emotions around 

teaching assignment or disliked change.  Cathy described her department as having “a lot 

of feelings,” referring to the teaching assignment process as “storms that you know are 

going to blow up.”  These teachers tended to use more negative language when 
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discussing teaching assignments, working conditions, and administrators.  Six teachers 

described leaving a school due to a teaching assignment or conflict with an administrator.  

Two of those teachers moved due to a desire to move from teaching middle school to 

teaching high school.   

 It was beyond the scope of this study to examine teacher personality or 

psychology, it may be that certain teachers are less reactive to perceived slights and 

therefore have more positive perceptions of their school leadership, while other teachers 

prone to more intense emotion or those who dislike change react more negatively to their 

school leadership or to teaching assignment changes.     

 Administrators adhered to one or more of four major philosophies in 

distributing teaching assignments: assignment balance, consistency, shaking it up, 

and get on board or get out.  Two administrators described consistency as their main 

policy; similarly, three others discussed trying to accommodate teacher preference.  Most 

discussed a willingness to have difficult conversations and make changes when necessary 

to do what was best for students, while one assistant principal specifically spoke about 

“shaking it up.”  Three administrators from different schools in the same large district 

described a “get on board or get out” policy.  Teachers who worked in those buildings 

also mentioned the “get on board or get out” policy. 

 In addition, administrators consistently discussed seven decision factors they 

considered in the teaching assignment process: certification, best fit, teacher experience 

and quality, team dynamics, teacher preference, data, and parent input.  Several of these 

are objective, yet quite a number of them are subjective, based on teacher evaluations and 

administrator perceptions and observations of the teachers they supervise.  This points to 
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the need for authentic, honest leadership and teacher evaluations systems that are fair and 

effective.  If school-based administrators are not themselves excellent educators who lead 

honestly, build relationships with teachers, and consider multiple perspectives when 

making decision, the teaching assignment process may not be done in an equitable 

manner for teacher or students.  Although most teachers in this study who were 

dissatisfied with their administrators might have been less distressed if those 

administrators had communicated more openly or more often, some findings from this 

study demonstrated several teachers who experienced dishonest or even abusive 

administrators.  They believed these administrators changed or withheld teaching 

assignments out of malice or to spite specific teachers.  This emphasizes the importance 

of honest school leadership. 

 Social conditions were an important factor in teacher retention.  Johnson et 

al. (2012) found that social conditions, including principal leadership, school culture, and 

relationships with colleagues, were the work conditions that best predicted teachers’ job 

satisfaction and career decisions.  Teachers in schools with more supportive work 

conditions were more satisfied and less likely to leave.  Half the teachers interviewed 

described collegial relationships as a major reason they remained at their school, even if 

they were dissatisfied with other working conditions or salary.  Teachers described 

“close-knit” or “collegial” relationships, “camaraderie,” and departments working “as a 

team.”  One described teachers remaining at her school despite a lower salary because of 

the colleagues in the department. 

 Administrators believed they were supportive of teachers, providing opportunities 

and voice.  They discussed a desire to help teachers grow and improve and to empower 
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them to do their jobs with professionalism and autonomy.  Two teachers pointed to 

supportive administration and a principal who was a “great leader” as influencing their 

decisions to stay at their schools.  A number of studies found teachers’ perceptions of 

school administration to have the greatest influence on teacher retention (Boyd et al., 

2011; Brown & Wynn, 2007).  Administrative support has been proven the most 

significant predictor of teacher job satisfaction, which in turn was the most significant 

predictor of teachers’ intent to continue teaching (Gardner, 2010; Tickle et al., 2011).  

Additionally, administrative support mediated the effects of student behavior, teaching 

experience, and teachers’ salary satisfaction on job satisfaction and intent to continue 

teaching (Tickle et al., 2011), and teacher turnover decreased when administrators 

improved working conditions and salaries (Cha & Cohen-Vogel, 2011; Clotfelter et al., 

2008; Horng, 2009; Johnson et al., 2012; Loeb et al., 2005).  Data from this study 

connected teacher retention with administrative support and teacher input into school 

policies.   

 Comparably, conflicts with administrators or a perceived lack of administrative 

support were major reasons for teacher attrition.  Teachers wanted to feel heard and 

valued by administrators and were discouraged when they had no voice in school policies 

and decisions.  They desired autonomy and administrative support.  Bullying by a 

principal influenced one teacher’s decision to leave her district; she described high 

attrition at her school as a direct result of his behavior.  Another teacher explained some 

teachers at her school had problems with the principal.  Principal bullying has been found 

to cause fear, anxiety, anger, and depression, among other problems, for teachers, in 

addition to damaging relationships and even school decision making (Blase & Blase, 
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2004).   

 Teaching assignment had an impact on teacher career decisions.  Several 

studies demonstrated teacher reassignment was related to teacher turnover (Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Ost & Schiman, 2015).  Four of the teachers in this study 

left a school over a teaching assignment.  Several described colleagues who left due to a 

change in assignment or the cutting of a program.  When Kelly’s administrator could not 

promise to improve her schedule for the following year, she left.  Only one administrator 

mentioned a teacher who left because of a teaching assignment, but more than half 

discussed making changes to assignments or offering teachers choices as a result of 

negative teacher reactions.  Patricia, who believed in the assignment balance and the get 

on board or get out philosophies, changed an assignment when a teacher cried over being 

moved from honors to regular classes.  Both rural administrators described staffing to the 

test (Cohen-Vogel, 2011) and lamented the limited flexibility they had due to their small 

school sizes that sometimes impacted teaching assignments. 

 Administrators demonstrated symbolic violence over teachers, evident 

through language of power and decision making.  Both teachers and administrators 

used language with implications of power in discussing teaching assignments and their 

own positionality in the school building.  Misrecognition, the process where power 

relations are perceived in a form that “renders them legitimate in the eyes of the 

beholder” (Pajak & Green, 2010, p. 394), was evident throughout the data as some 

administrators enacted symbolic violence against teachers.  An examination of power is 

important as teacher empowerment, teacher involvement in decision making, and careful 

use of power could improve teacher retention (Blase & Blase, 2004; Jackson, 2012; 
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Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009; Ryan & Rottman, 2009).  

Likewise, an increase in teacher influence over school policy was associated with higher 

job stability, while an increase in principal influence was associated with a higher 

frequency of teacher attrition (Jackson, 2012).  

 Language of power.  Administrators often made comments seeming facetious but 

containing disturbing implications for their relationships with the teachers they 

supervised and demonstrated symbolic violence against teachers (Bourdieu, 1984).  

Several administrator comments framed as jokes demonstrated the administrator’s 

perceived power over teachers.   

 Patricia, an assistant principal, employed transactional leadership, describing her 

philosophy around distributing teaching assignments as “stroke your thoroughbreds and 

kick your donkeys.”  This saying compares teachers to livestock to be rewarded or beaten 

by an owner for their performance, beauty, or stubbornness.  This comparison 

disempowers teachers by removing their agency and autonomy.  This administrator also 

described distributing teaching assignments as giving “presents,” another indication of 

her view of her own position of authority.  This metaphor creates an image of a parent 

giving presents to a child—again, this administrator is using language which removes 

agency and autonomy from teachers.  

 Several administrators employed timing of communication of teaching 

assignments as a form of control.  One described telling teachers early, enabling them to 

leave the school if they did not like their assignments; this seems to empower teachers to 

make a decision about staying at or leaving their school in time to find another position 

elsewhere or attend a transfer event.  Many teachers expressed frustration at receiving 
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assignments in the summer or being mailed changes to their schedule just before school 

started.  At that point, teachers would have difficulty finding another position.  This very 

late communication by administrators restricts teachers’ ability to leave a school.  One 

department chair withheld teaching assignments as long as possible because she knew it 

would upset some teachers; in this case, however, it seemed she was withholding 

information to prevent her own discomfort rather than to control her teachers. 

 Three administrators recognized their own disempowerment in different ways.  

One described the superintendent doing whatever he wanted after pretending to take 

employee input into consideration.  Andrew, an assistant principal, discussed his position 

below those in power at the central office and district level, describing the school-based 

administrators as “minions.”  Patricia said teachers must feel like they were on a merry-

go-round because of all the principal turnover and policy changes at her school, yet she 

did not say she herself felt that way.  Despite these administrators’ recognition of their 

powerlessness in the face of the school district or their own principals, they did not seem 

explicitly conscious of their own power over teachers.  Recognition of one’s position 

within the power structure may be a first step, however, toward the breaking down or 

challenging of the power structure.  Administrators enforce district and school policies, 

enacting their dictated role in the school system.  They can silence those who resist due to 

their position of power in the system, as happened with the teacher who filed a complaint 

against a bullying principal and had to leave the school to escape the bullying. 

 Department chairs and the humanities director expressed more empathy for 

teachers than did administrators and recognized they possessed their own type of power.  

Erica, the director of humanities for a small urban district, she empathized with teachers 
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who had to travel and spoke extensively about reducing teacher stress through teaching 

assignments.  She recognized that she was in a position of power over people who were 

previously her colleagues, so she employed the ears of others in the building to ensure 

what teachers told her was how they really felt.  The math department chair, Andrea, 

believed it was important to be “in the trenches” with her teachers, teaching a low-level 

Algebra course.  Gail, an English department chair, knew her position as chair gave her 

power over her teaching assignment which made her less likely to leave any time she felt 

unhappy at her school.  Department chairs and the director of humanities were less likely 

to demonstrate symbolic violence against teachers as they were able to explicitly 

recognize the power they possessed and empathize with their teachers. 

 Teachers mainly used language emphasizing their feelings of disempowerment.  

For example, Kelly stated she went to speak to her administrator when “summoned.”  

Teachers described the teaching assignment process with language around secrecy and 

mystery.  Gail referred to the process as a “mystery” and Kelly called it “a mysterious 

process.”  Rebecca called the master schedule “extremely sensitive, top secret 

information.”  This language implies some teachers feel the process lacks transparency.  

One teacher said she wished she could be “queen of the school,” displaying a desire for 

more power, and Kelly stated, “I’m just a worker bee,” using language to demonstrate her 

lack of agency in the school and possibly the ways in which she felt disregarded by her 

administration.  In many cases, however, teachers seemed complicit in subjugating 

themselves to the symbolic violence enacted upon them by administrators, accepting their 

positions as inevitable.  Only one teacher in the study filed a complaint against an 

administrator whose behavior she perceived as bullying; other teachers put up with 
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bullying or disempowerment by administrators or left their schools. 

 Decision making.  Overton (2009) found teachers were empowered by length of 

teaching experience and having a voice in decision-making processes.  Teacher 

perception of involvement in decision making was important as shared decision making 

and empowerment of teachers have been associated with teacher retention (Jackson, 

2012; Leech & Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008).  Administrators in this study attempted to 

empower teachers through the teaching assignment process by asking for teacher 

preferences, providing choices to teachers, and by making changes to teachers’ schedules 

at teacher request when possible.  In addition, administrators sought teacher input on 

school policies via committees and faculty advisories.  Several administrators discussed 

changing policies and even removing course offerings based on teacher 

recommendations.  

 Teachers in this study felt empowered through contributing to committees, 

working on district and school policies, creating new courses, and revising curricula.  

Several teachers believed the input of experienced teachers and teachers of advanced 

classes was given more weight by administrators, which could provoke resentment from 

colleagues (Brosky, 2011).  Lisa felt it was difficult to achieve leadership roles in her 

building. 

 Teachers mainly felt disempowered by the decision-making processes in their 

schools, believing committees were a formality.  This illustrated Overton’s (2009) 

finding that “opportunities for teacher involvement in decision making were tightly 

controlled by senior staff, and decisions made by teachers were sometimes undermined in 

later actions by senior staff.  Teachers…had become cynical about the extent of their 
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potential for authentic involvement” (p. 6).  Many teachers in this study described being 

asked for their opinions and then watching the school or the district follow a foregone 

conclusion without taking teacher input into consideration.  Teachers and department 

chairs described themselves as tired and frustrated by the inauthentic leaders who asked 

for input and then ignored it.  

 Teachers felt disempowered by the ignoring of their input and a lack of voice in 

school policies.  Several believed administrators asked for teacher input to give the 

appearance of listening to staff while doing what they wanted, despite teacher opinions.  

Other research has demonstrated principals perceive their committees received greater 

input into decisions than teachers did, and some principals described faking it by going 

through the motions of asking for input (Noel et al., 2008).  Teachers in this study 

believed administrators were going through the motions rather than allowing authentic 

contributions.  Several teachers lamented the get on board or get out philosophy 

employed by their administrators and one connected her new principal’s philosophy to 

his position of power.  Some teachers recognized their subjugation by administrators but 

did not make much attempt to change it. 

 Finally, it is crucial to consider how my language as a researcher affects or 

positions my participants.  My use of the term “symbolic violence” as a descriptor of 

administrators’ actions makes them vulnerable as participants due to the implications of 

that framing.  In addition, symbolic violence can occur at various levels in a school 

system and must therefore also be viewed as being inflicted against students, not only 

teachers.  Administrators, in their placement of teachers into specific assignments, may 

be enacting symbolic violence against their students by privileging certain students over 
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others with higher-quality teachers.  The teacher tracking that may occur as a result may 

continually disadvantage marginalized populations such as ESOL, special education, free 

and reduced lunch, and minority students.  Findings from this study demonstrated 

administrators considered rigor important for teaching advanced students but not for 

those struggling or at-risk.  Though some specifically said they wanted their best teachers 

working with their neediest students, there was little evidence this was actually occurring.  

They did not describe teacher quality in particularly concrete terms, and they employed 

many subjective decision factors in the distribution of teaching assignments.  

Furthermore, administrators and teachers both discussed teacher preference and seniority 

as a key consideration in distributing teaching assignments; this could lead to teacher 

tracking, where teachers continually teach the same courses despite their skills pointing 

to a better placement—or one that is more effective for student achievement—elsewhere.  

By doing so, administrators may be enacting symbolic violence on the most vulnerable 

and needy students in their schools and perpetuating inequity in how the school system 

serves students.  Administrators enact symbolic violence against students when they 

conduct the teaching assignment process without acting in the best interest of students.   
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Figure 4.  Revised frameworks: The teaching assignment process.  This figure illustrates 

how conceptual and theoretical frameworks are connected to each other, to teachers and 

administrators, and to the bodies of literature.  After completing data analysis and writing 

up my findings, I reworked my original concept map.  Administrators combine various 

decision factors with their philosophies to distribute teaching assignments; teaching 

assignments and social conditions contributed to teacher retention or attrition.  Power, 

social capital, psychological contract, communication, trust, and transparency complicate 

the process.  Administrators may enact symbolic violence against teachers and students 

as an outcome of the teaching assignment process.  Symbolic violence implicates 

administrators and teachers in the perpetuation of the transmission of dominant culture to 
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helpless students by making subjugated persons view their domination as natural 

(Bourdieu, 1984). 

Recommendations 

 This study expanded the literature on teaching assignments to include secondary 

schools and the voices of teachers and administrators.  Recommendations are provided 

for practitioners and scholars.  Further studies could clarify or deepen understanding of 

the ways in which social capital, misrecognition, and psychological contract affect 

teachers and administrators.  This study is limited in its generalizability; future research 

could examine one district or one school in a case study of teaching assignment, or recruit 

more diverse participants.   

 Practitioners.  School-based administrators could implement strategies in support 

of many of the findings from this study.  Based on studies that found teachers’ 

perceptions of school administration to have the greatest influence on teacher retention 

(Boyd et al., 2011; Brown and Wynn, 2007), administrators must work to ensure teachers 

perceive them as honest, transparent, and trustworthy.  Teachers in this study found 

communication to be extremely important; it seemed to influence their perceptions of 

their administration.  In addition, teachers desired administrative support.  This has been 

described as the most significant predictor of teacher job satisfaction (Gardner, 2010; 

Tickle et al., 2011); teachers who feel supported and have positive feelings about their 

administrators and working conditions are likelier to be retained.  Administrators should 

make efforts to support their teachers and ensure they feel heard rather than ignored.  

Most teachers in this study described frustration with being asked for input only to have it 

be ignored by school leadership.  Teachers whose feedback or recognition of a student 



 

 262 

need in their content area resulted in the creation of new courses were happy to teach the 

courses and felt positively toward their administrators.  Professors in educational 

leadership programs should stress administrators’ roles in teacher job satisfaction and 

working conditions and point to the research showing teachers’ perceptions of 

administrators have the greatest influence on teacher retention (Boyd et al., 2011).  

Administrators have the power to affect many components of working conditions, 

including teacher workload and stress, through distribution of teaching assignments.  

School districts should also provide professional development to school-based leaders 

teaching administrators how to build rapport with teachers, manage conflict, and use 

communication and transparency to ameliorate teacher frustration or unhappiness with 

school decisions.   

 School districts should create guidelines for the process of creating a master 

schedule and distributing teaching assignments.  These guidelines should stress 

collaboration with other administrators, department chairs, and teachers, and soliciting 

teacher preferences.  Districts should recommend administrators communicate in person 

or over the phone about schedule changes rather than sending snail mail or e-mail.  The 

teachers in this study often perceived schedule changes as a breach of psychological 

contract, but these feelings seemed to be ameliorated by more personal contact from 

administrators when breaking news about changes.  Additionally, the earlier teachers 

could be notified of a change in schedule, the better—teachers were less distressed and 

anxious about changes when they had the summer to prepare.  District guidelines should 

include specific decision factors and pedagogical beliefs about scheduling to provide 

scaffolding for new administrators and advise veteran administrators on the distribution 
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of teaching assignments.  Ost and Schiman (2015) demonstrated reassignments could 

make teachers likelier to leave a building; consistency seems therefore to be a stronger 

assignment philosophy than shaking it up, unless teachers explicitly ask for a change or 

unless there is an observed need for a change based on decision factors such as data or 

teacher quality.  Some teachers would benefit from a full explanation of the teaching 

assignment process and an understanding of the strategies and rationale administrators 

employ when distributing teaching assignments, including external factors beyond 

administrators’ control that can affect the master schedule or cause last-minute changes.  

This would contribute to teacher perceptions of administrative transparency as well.  If 

the district made these guidelines available on an intranet system, all employees, 

including teachers, could gain a better understanding of the teaching assignment process. 

 Unfortunately, there is no magic formula to calculate the best way to distribute 

teaching assignments to benefit students and keep teachers happy.  An effective teaching 

assignment process would work to the benefit of students, give most teachers at least one 

course of preference, and involve communication early and often.  The decision factors 

used by administrators seemed reasonable, yet too much weight was given to a number of 

highly subjective factors.  Administrators should continue to work collaboratively with 

their department chairs and other school staff who work closely with teachers, like 

reading specialists or instructional coaches, to ensure they have a full picture of what is 

happening in classrooms.  Despite their positions encompassing paperwork and other 

responsibilities, assistant principals must find the time to act as instructional leaders, 

observing teachers and providing feedback.  If observations are only formally scheduled 

in advance, leadership will not have a true understanding of what is occurring in the 
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building.  Administrators must have a solid understanding of teacher quality and must be 

able to recognize it in the teachers they supervise, regardless of teachers’ social capital, 

reputation, years of experience, or relationships with colleagues and supervisors.  If 

administrators build rapport with teachers and communicate their goal of putting student 

needs first, they are likely to keep teachers happier and help students achieve success.  

Administrators who know their teachers and their strengths and weaknesses will be able 

to form professional learning communities of teachers who can help each other improve 

and help students succeed.   

 Moreover, deeper consideration must be given to at-risk students when placing 

teachers; a teacher who is a strong classroom manager might keep students quiet, but that 

does not ensure students will learn anything.  Administrators must work to place effective 

teachers with marginalized student groups if they wish to close achievement gaps and 

provide all students with a solid education.  What is best for students is not always what 

makes teachers happy.  Administrators must be able to be comfortable making decisions 

that may upset teachers in order to provide quality instruction for students.  Programs in 

educational leadership need to discuss these concepts when they address site-based 

leadership, and school districts should provide guidelines on teaching assignment 

distribution and mentoring and professional development for new assistant principals and 

department chairs to help them learn how to manage their time and form bonds with 

teachers.  Districts should also implement professional development for all school-based 

leaders around improving their leadership skills, acting as instructional leaders and not 

simply managers, treating teachers equitably, and treating all students equitably.  In 

addition, the building principal should ensure the school’s vision includes retention of 
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high quality teachers and all educators working in the best interest of students.         

 Furthermore, teachers should receive information and support on how to 

participate in the teaching assignment process in an empowering manner.  Teacher 

education programs should address how teachers can build positive working relationships 

with administrators.  Professors should highlight the fine line between teaching 

assignments that benefit teachers but disadvantages students.  In addition, professors 

should teach prospective teachers how to cope with new course assignments, how to 

work collaboratively in professional learning communities, and how to deal with an 

administrator when there is a conflict.  Districts may provide resources to department 

chairs and mentor teachers that may help teachers feel better able to write lesson plans, 

create assessments, and work with a team.  If teaching a new curriculum is not difficult, 

teachers may react more positively to assignment changes.  Teachers must be 

professional throughout this process just as administrators must be.  If teachers are 

equipped with techniques to help them adapt to new teaching assignments and understand 

that what is best for students does not always match teacher preference, they may 

experience less stress, frustration, and anger around the teaching assignment process.  

This, in turn, may help improve the likelihood teachers will remain at a school. 

 School culture, administrative support, and collegial relationships help retain 

teachers (Johnson et al., 2012); as a result, administrators should strive to develop a 

caring school culture and cultivate personal relationships with teachers.  Within 

departments, chairs could implement strategies to create and maintain strong 

relationships between colleagues and with their supervising administrator.  Only one 

teacher in this study described a close relationship with her administrator.  Building 
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relationships would improve the buy-in emphasized by several administrators.  In 

addition, improving school culture and developing buy-in might help administrators 

avoid the need to tell teachers to “get on board or get out”; this philosophy was off-

putting to teachers and seemed to invite conflict with administrators.  Other methods of 

improving teacher retention include empowering teachers, involving them in authentic 

decision making, and using power carefully (Blase & Blase, 2004; Jackson, 2012; Leech 

& Fulton, 2008; Noel et al., 2008; Overton, 2009; Ryan & Rottman, 2009).   

 In addition, this study found some teachers had experienced bullying or 

unprofessional treatment by administrators.  Many of the decision factors administrators 

used in the teaching assignment process were subjective, based on administrators’ 

perceptions and observations of teachers.  This subjectivity could lead to administrator 

mistreatment, or even misperception, of teachers.  School-based leadership must be 

honest in order to ensure the teaching assignment process is conducted equitably.  

Teacher evaluations must be fair and effectively carried out if administrators are to use 

these as a measure of teacher quality when deciding on teaching assignments.  School 

leaders must strike a delicate balance between caring for teachers and caring for students.  

This is a complex and difficult space for them to occupy; senior administrators and 

school districts must support school leaders so they can create a positive school culture 

and improve student achievement.  In many cases, teachers may be disadvantaged by 

administrator decisions that benefit students, yet communication and rapport may go a 

long way toward ameliorating potential negative effects of these decisions on teachers.  

Educational leadership programs must stress the importance of authentic, dedicated, 

honest school leadership to ensure administrators treat teachers with fairness and respect.  
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Such programs should also stress the value of communication, transparency, and rapport 

with teachers in the teaching assignment process to uphold psychological contracts and 

retain high quality teachers.  Professionalism is key for all educational leaders in dealing 

with teachers, parents, students, and the community.  Administrators in this study viewed 

school culture as a reason teachers remained at a building, while teachers mentioned 

colleagues rather than school culture.  Teachers who work well together and enjoy each 

other’s company can contribute to a positive school culture, but colleagues and school 

culture are not one and the same.  Administrators need to recognize teachers’ views of 

school culture and solicit feedback for how to improve it.  In many ways, the best 

methods of distributing teaching assignments are simply good leadership practice.  The 

practice of teaching assignment distribution affects schools in general, having a broad 

impact on administrators, teachers, and students. 

 Several unexpected findings from this study were quite concerning.  One of these 

findings was the general lack of administrator concern about teacher quality in regard to 

achievement for at-risk students.  Administrators focused their discussion of teacher 

experience and quality around IB, AP, and honors classes, emphasizing the need for an 

appropriate level of rigor for those students.  No administrator named rigor as important 

for at-risk students.  Administrators did not clearly define teacher quality, nor did they 

seem to recognize the implications of their focus on advanced academics students.  One 

principal expressed concerns over the teaching assignment process in his building; he 

believed his building leadership was prioritizing teacher preference over student needs 

and asserted this needed to change.  Another discussed the need for a strong classroom 

manager with lower-level students, rather than a teacher with strong instructional 
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practices. 

 Another troubling finding was teachers being assigned to high-value courses 

based on social capital and seniority; though administrators did not use the term seniority, 

several described changing teaching assignments based on teacher reactions, with one 

administrator even moving a teacher from regular classes to honors over an emotional 

outburst.  Several administrators claimed it was best to place the strongest teachers with 

the most struggling students, but some also described succumbing to distraught teachers 

and changing their teaching assignment.  One teacher described losing courses in her area 

of expertise despite no one else in her building having the training to teach those 

students; she believed her principal did this out of spite.  Another mentioned experiencing 

a falling out with her administrator, after which he changed her courses.  Teachers denied 

preferring honors courses, yet several described the challenges of team teaching and 

working with regular or at-risk students.    

 Educational leadership and teacher education programs need to clearly define 

teacher quality so administrators can identify it when they see it.  This highlights the 

importance of a fair and equitable method of teacher evaluation.  While recently data has 

been the focus of teacher evaluations, often making up 40% or more of a teacher’s rating, 

teachers may game the system in order to keep their jobs.  School districts and 

universities must continue work to improve teacher evaluations.  Furthermore, 

administrators must be taught tools to help teachers improve if they are not performing at 

an appropriate level.  School districts should provide professional development for 

leaders on how to conduct observations, including guidelines for pre- and post-

conferencing and ways to help teachers improve their instructional practice.  The 
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connection between teaching assignment and student achievement must be acknowledged 

and considered by school leaders.    

 In addition, teacher education programs must prepare teachers to teach all 

students.  General education teachers must know how to scaffold lessons for ESOL 

students and implement accommodations for special education students.  It may be 

detrimental to allow a student teacher to teach only advanced academic courses, as he or 

she might feel unprepared to work with struggling students.  Some component of student 

teaching should include teaching collaboratively; if teachers have never team taught, we 

cannot expect them to know how to do it well or even understand the basics about what 

strong team teaching looks like in practice.   

 If teachers continue to prefer honors courses and administrators continue to use 

social capital and seniority when distributing teaching assignments, there will be negative 

consequences for our neediest students and possibly for teacher retention.  This also 

allow administrators to commit symbolic violence against at-risk students, perpetuating 

the inequality in our society by preventing these students from receiving the education 

they need to be productive citizens.  This top-down model of teaching assignment 

distribution needs to be acknowledged in order to make changes.    

 Scholars.  Literature on teaching assignment and teacher retention does not 

include many qualitative studies; research on the teaching assignment process in 

secondary schools is also quite scarce.  Further studies developing the voices of 

administrators and teachers around the teaching assignment process and relating to 

teacher retention are needed.  Scholars should conduct a study examining teachers’ 

perceptions around reassignments with connections to their self-efficacy; additionally, it 
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would be interesting to involve administrators to find out why teachers were reassigned 

and to analyze those teachers’ evaluations as well.  I was unable to obtain sufficient 

participants to examine different teachers’ perceptions of the same administrators, but 

that too might generate interesting results.  Another recommended study would compare 

teacher preferences and reactions to teaching assignments and to the leadership style of 

those teachers’ administrators and their teaching assignment philosophy.  Furthermore, 

the ways in which particular courses are presented to students at the time of course 

registration could affect student enrollment in those courses.  School culture and the 

school counselors may also affect which courses students choose—for example, do many 

students attempt to challenge themselves, resulting in very high numbers of honors 

courses?  Changes in the numbers of each course would affect teaching assignment and 

could be especially important for teachers of non-core courses such as career and 

technical education, fine and performing arts, and even world languages.   

 This study found team dynamics to be highly important to many administrators in 

distributing teaching assignments.  Moreover, most participants discussed the challenges 

of setting up a strong co-teaching team of a general and special education teacher.  

Multiple participants referred to such teaching teams as a marriage.  Several general 

education teachers discussed requesting not to team teach or asking for a break; they also 

mentioned having their team teachers repeatedly switched, making it difficult for them to 

form a strong professional relationship with any one special education teacher.  If we are 

follow IDEA and teach special education students in the least restrictive environment so 

they are likely to reach their potential, improving team teaching and the ways such teams 

are built must be a priority.  Scholars may wish to closely examine team-teaching in high 
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schools and its connections to job satisfaction and teacher retention in order to provide 

recommendations to districts and schools on professional development and other steps 

schools can take to make team teaching a positive experience for both special and general 

education teachers.   

 This study mainly considered vertical power structures between teachers and 

administrators.  Based on the finding in this study of resentment within departments due 

to distribution of teaching assignments, an interesting future study might examine lateral 

power among teachers.  Such a study could employ Bourdieu as a framework and study 

how these teachers use social capital to achieve their desired teaching assignments or 

keep their colleagues from achieving highly valued teaching assignments.  A comparison 

between the methods used by novice versus veteran teachers within a department might 

reveal new information about teachers’ use of power and social capital and illustrate the 

micropolitics of high school teaching departments. 

 Furthermore, it would be informative to conduct a qualitative follow-up study 

examining how department chairs are selected.  In many districts, department chairs are 

uniquely positioned between administrators and teachers, neither fully one nor the other.  

A similar study focused on power relations between department chairs and administrators 

and department chairs and teachers could yield interesting results.  

 Social capital may be developed in both formal and informal ways.  This study 

examined several formal ways teachers developed social capital within the school 

structure: teaching experience, teacher quality, data, and seniority.  A future study could 

focus on relationships between teachers and administrators to investigate informal ways 

in which social capital is developed and leveraged by teachers.  For example, do teachers 
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and administrators live in the same community or frequent the same religious 

institutions?  In some cases, teachers and administrators might have had close friendships 

before the administrator moved up the school hierarchy.  How might a teacher becoming 

an administrator with power over his or her friends affect those relationships and 

teachers’ social capital?  Such a study might also examine what teachers value beyond 

advanced academic courses; for what other resources or positions are teachers competing 

against each other?  One teacher in this study valued teaching adaptive physical 

education to students with severe intellectual disabilities; another enjoyed teaching a 

small, remedial English class.  Several teachers and the guidance director discussed 

certain highly valued planning periods; for example, coaches often asked to have the last 

period of the day free.  It would be interesting to investigate what teachers value and 

why, which courses give teachers more social capital, how teachers’ reputations are built, 

and if and how reputations affect teachers’ social capital.  Social capital would not be 

made possible without collective valuation of similar courses, planning periods, or other 

resources.  This connects to the findings of this study on the resentment experienced by 

teachers within a department towards teachers who received a more desirable schedule or 

preferred planning periods.  In addition, how do administrators obtain social capital and 

gain their teachers’ respect?  In this study, an administrator who taught a math course was 

described with great respect by his department chair; a leader who teaches may have 

more social capital and better relationships with teachers than one who does not.  The 

teaching assignment process restarts each year, especially when there is turnover in a 

department, and the reshuffling of teachers to different courses may have a further effect 

on social capital.   
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 The demographics of this study were fairly homogeneous: all teacher participants 

were female; all participants were White except one teacher; all teachers except one were 

from suburban districts; and all administrators except three were from suburban districts.  

Additionally, half the teachers were from the same district, almost half the administrators 

were from the same district, half the teachers taught English, and half the teachers had 

taught for 10 or less years.  While I began this study with intent to utilize maximum 

variation sampling, the limited response I received resulted in these homogeneous 

demographics.  This situation made it difficult to impossible to examine gendered or 

racialized experiences of participants.  None of the participants expressed experiences 

associated specifically with race, though with only one Black participant, this was not 

surprising.  Only one teacher mentioned experiences related to gender: she believed her 

principal bullied women and gave preferred courses to men.  Race and gender may affect 

power relations in a school; therefore, a study on teaching assignment focusing on 

teachers and administrators’ identities based on race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality 

could reveal more complex information on social capital, power, and educators’ lived 

experiences in schools.  For example, a Spanish teacher in this study discussed her friend, 

a younger teacher who spoke Spanish as her first language and wanted to teach AP, who 

was passed over for a teacher with more seniority.  This demonstrated a possible willful 

ignorance of the advantage of a native Spanish speaker teaching an advanced Spanish 

course but may also point to a subconscious bias based on race or ethnicity on the part of 

the administrator making the decisions.  Asking teachers how the teaching assignment 

process happens for their colleagues might produce more revealing commentary about 

race, gender, and power in schools.  A study focused on race, ethnicity, gender, and 
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sexuality could examine the complexity of teaching assignment distribution based on 

demographic factors and identity.   

 Other demographic foci could include examining patterns across teacher content 

areas, age, or years of experience.  Teachers might react in certain ways to 

administrators’ methods or values differently based on their age or content area.  

Administrator age or years of experience would also be an interesting place to search for 

patterns; generational beliefs about the workplace might influence administrators’ 

philosophies around distributing teaching assignments or the ways in which they manage 

and build relationships with the teachers they supervise.  Furthermore, several 

administrators referenced feelings and experiences from their teaching career before they 

became administrators; this seemed to impact their emotions around teaching assignment, 

grading, and floating between classrooms.  Another study might highlight instances when 

administrators recall their previous roles in education and then examine how that shapes 

their actions and beliefs in their current roles as administrators. 

 Several other lenses could be applied to a similar study on teaching assignment.  

One such lens would be that of Mintzberg (1983/2011), who viewed organizational 

behavior as a power game built on influencers who attempted to use power to control 

decisions and actions.  He believed members could pursue loyalty, exit, or voice, and the 

pursuit of voice—any attempt to change the organization—turned participants into 

influencers.  Examining teacher behaviors in relation to loyalty, exit, and voice in their 

attempt to empower themselves could yield interesting findings.     

 Another lens to apply could be culturally responsive teaching and an investigation 

into administrator perceptions of teacher congruency.  A study using this lens might 
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investigate how administrators and teachers view what students need and how teaching 

assignments work toward those student needs.  Yet another study might involve a deeper 

investigation into the emotions surrounding teaching assignment for both administrators 

and teachers.  Perhaps they are corollary emotive responses—administrators might 

experience negative feelings from a fear of upsetting teachers, while positive feelings 

might come from an excitement for pleasing teachers.  A study examining the root causes 

of these feelings could result in unique findings about the teaching assignment process.   

 An extension of this study could include further analysis of the language around 

honors and regular courses and students as well as the reputation or status of teachers of 

those courses.  Although research indicates that less experienced teachers are often 

assigned to needier students, the literature and this study are unclear as to whether less 

effective teachers are assigned to lower level students, teachers who teach lower level 

students are perceived as less effective by peers or administrators, or teachers of lower 

level students lower their expectations and their instructional practices.  Further research 

could also examine teacher perceptions of specific strategies employed by administrators 

to provide guidance on how to better empower teachers. 

 In addition, the unexpected finding regarding lack of administrator concern about 

rigor and teacher quality for at-risk students merits further study.  More work on how we 

define and identify teacher quality and how we design and implement teacher evaluation 

is needed to help districts and school leaders work to the advantage of our neediest 

students.  Studies looking for connections between teaching assignment and student 

achievement would also help illustrate the impact of this process on marginalized student 

populations.    
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 Quantitative studies on teaching assignment would also expand the body of 

literature.  One study by Bieler, Holmes, and Wolfe (2017) analyzed the initial teaching 

assignments of secondary English teachers to see if teacher agency in the teaching 

assignment process correlated with teacher retention.  Researchers listed 15 decision 

factors in their survey of teachers, including items such as subject matter expertise, 

instructional abilities, previous success with students, classroom-management abilities, 

teacher preference, seniority, extracurricular responsibilities, and relationship with the 

administrator, among others.  These were chosen from working conditions mentioned in 

the teacher attrition literature and an earlier study by Bieler in which he examined 

narratives from the New English Teachers for Social Justice project.  As this quantitative 

study was not published until 2017, and because I was conducting a qualitative study, I 

created decision factors for this study from my own data analysis.  I wanted these 

decision factors to be specific to the teaching assignment process and to arise 

authentically from my participants’ lived experiences and stories about that process.  This 

study is an excellent example of a quantitative study on teaching assignment pushing 

beyond an examination of various working conditions.  Other quantitative studies might 

investigate possible correlations between components of the teaching assignment process 

with teacher retention.  Components that could be studied include communication, trust, 

and psychological contract as they relate to the teaching assignment process. 

Conclusion 

 The results from this qualitative study of the secondary administrative distribution 

of teaching assignments are complex and diverse.  This study is one of very few on the 

process of teaching assignment; the examination of logistics and factors administrators 
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take into consideration will fill a gap in the literature on teaching assignment.  The voices 

of teachers and administrators illuminate the quantitative research on teacher retention 

and attrition, with many findings supporting those in the existing body of literature. 

 Administrators described how they distributed teaching assignments, both 

logistically and philosophically.  They explained how and when they communicated with 

teachers, what they enjoyed about the process, and what they found challenging.  They 

recounted stories about teachers’ reactions to assignments or to changes in assignment 

and why teachers stay at or leave their buildings.  Findings indicated the importance of 

communication, trust, and transparency in maintaining psychological contracts with 

teachers.  Their philosophies for distributing teaching assignments, while sometimes 

carried out to the detriment of teachers’ feelings or workload, seemed to always put 

students first.  They claimed to be willing to have difficult conversations when required 

and change teachers’ assignments based on teacher quality and effectiveness with 

students.  Administrators involved teachers in school policy and decision making, but 

they themselves felt disempowered by higher-ups in their districts.   

 Teachers likewise described what they believed administrators considered when 

making teaching assignments; many factors mentioned by teachers were also mentioned 

by administrators.  Teachers and administrators perceived several of the same challenges 

throughout the process, including making everyone happy, and they viewed social capital 

as an advantage.  Several said they would never want to distribute teaching assignments 

due to the logistical challenges and the inevitability of upsetting some teachers.  They 

recounted communication with administrators during the school year and during the 

summer, via e-mail, snail mail, phone, and in person.  Teachers described reasons they 
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stayed at or left schools, matching to some extent with what administrators suggested; 

however, teachers identified collegial relationships as a strong reason for retention while 

administrators did not.  Teachers often felt disempowered and ignored in their buildings, 

despite leadership roles and committee memberships, while others were empowered to 

create new courses and felt their input was valued.  They spoke of administrators they 

respected and those who were bullies.  Their stories were rich and diverse, demonstrating 

the range of experiences and emotions in their careers as educators. 

 I described several possible research agendas that would extend and enrich the 

findings of this study.  This research could be used to improve the teaching assignment 

process with an eye toward teacher retention.  The findings could enable educational 

administration graduate programs and school districts to make small changes to a process 

that could result in increased teacher retention, including paying attention to how 

teaching teams are created.  Other studies could also enable administrators to examine 

their own language around honors and regular courses and make changes to ensure all 

teachers are willing and able to teach all students.  Furthermore, future research on team 

teaching could help schools improve the process of matching and training teams to 

provide a better experience for teachers. 

When I began this study, my assumptions were that the teaching assignment 

distribution process was (1) not done well, specifically for the benefit and through the 

eyes of teachers and (2) malleable.  I believed my findings would demonstrate that 

transparency, communication, and honoring the psychological contract might be lacking 

in most sites involved in the study, and I anticipated teaching assignment would be 

connected to teacher attrition and retention.  I further assumed power relations that 
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advantage administrators would be evident throughout this process.  Some of my 

assumptions were correct, while others were not.  The process was indeed malleable; 

logistics and timeline were similar across districts, but site-based practices varied 

considerably.   

In many cases, the process was not done well.  Some teachers felt the teaching 

assignment distribution process worked well, or at least well enough.  They appreciated 

being invited to request classes and generally received at least one course for which they 

asked.  However, at least one administrator did not ask for teacher preferences when 

distributing assignments.  Administrators and department chairs wanted to keep teachers 

happy—even experiencing stress over the entire process due to some teachers’ strong 

negative responses to their assignments—but struggled to do so while putting students’ 

needs before those of teachers.  They made changes to assignments where they believed 

them to be warranted, but many discussed trying to help teachers improve their 

instructional practices before moving them out of an assignment.  Some administrators 

did not honor psychological contracts, but most attempted to practice transparency and 

open communication; teachers wanted these practices in their buildings but did not 

always experience them.  Many teachers felt their input was ignored by administrators.  

 I expected administrators to discuss a balance of assignments as a philosophy in 

distributing teaching assignments, and several did highlight giving a mix of honors and 

regular courses to teachers.  However, although administrators discussed assigning 

teachers in ways that were bets for students, they used negative language about lower-

level classes and students.  Administrators discussed teacher experience and quality as a 

factor in how they assign teachers, but most did not explicitly discuss putting strong 
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teachers with struggling students, nor did they explain how they knew teachers were 

strong or effective.  In fact, although several mentioned the importance of data in the 

teaching assignment process, nearly every administrator ranked it last among decision 

factors for teaching assignments.  This seems to point to a lack of concern for teacher 

quality in the decision-making process for teaching assignment distribution.  Social 

capital, seniority, teacher preference, team dynamics, and even teachers’ reactions to their 

assignments seemed to take priority over quality in this process.  These administrators 

may be perpetuating inequity in teaching quality for their most struggling students as a 

result of the ways they implement the teaching assignment process.  While I expected the 

process not to be done well for the benefit of teachers, I had not expected this finding—

the process is not done well for the benefit of students, either.     

While transparency was in fact viewed as lacking by many teachers, 

communication and upholding psychological contract were evident in nearly all of the 

administrator data.  Some teachers described problems with administrator communication 

and breach of psychological contract, yet this was not overwhelmingly negative.  In 

addition, several teachers interviewed had left a school because of teaching assignment; 

others described teaching assignment as part of a larger pattern within their conflict with 

administrators, resulting in their leaving.  This study supported teaching assignment 

literature that found teachers left schools for a better teaching assignment (Donaldson & 

Johnson, 2010; Gardner, 2010; Ost & Schiman, 2015).  Furthermore, teachers in this 

study remained at their schools due to social conditions including administrative support 

(Boyd et al., 2011; Brown & Wynn, 2007; Gardner, 2010; Tickle et al., 2011) and 

relationships with colleagues (Johnson et al., 2012), supporting the body of literature on 
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administrative support and teacher retention.  

Finally, power relations were evident in the process.  I had not expected, however, 

to find administrators who empathized with teachers and used those feelings in their work 

with the teaching assignment process.  I also did not expect administrators to recognize or 

discuss the external power being used against them from the district, yet one 

administrator and one department chair lamented the external power working to their 

disadvantage, revealing the layers of power in school systems.  I believed social capital 

would work to the benefit of teachers, but I did not believe seniority would emerge as 

clearly as it did in the administrator interviews.  I predicted teachers would feel 

disempowered, and many did, although my findings demonstrated several ways in which 

administrators could empower teachers.   

 In the literature, there is evidence to suggest that the teaching assignment process 

affects teacher career decisions and therefore teacher retention.  Understanding what 

administrators believed influences their decisions and what teachers perceived influences 

those decisions shed light on how the teaching assignment process works and how it 

could affect teacher career decisions.  Underlying conditions that affected these factors 

included psychological contract, trust, communication, transparency, and the overall 

power relations between teachers and administrators.  This study brought administrator 

and teacher voices to light on a little-studied component of working conditions and may 

contribute to improvement in the teaching assignment process.  As long as we have 

comprehensive high schools, students with diverse needs, and teachers with diverse skill 

sets, the teaching assignment process will be both difficult and important for 

administrators to conduct with care. 
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Appendix A 

Master Schedule Theory 

 Kussin’s (2008) How to Build the Master Schedule in 10 Easy Steps was a 

practical summary of basic general steps for creating a master schedule: “both a science 

and an art” that “reveals a great deal about its school” (p. 132).  The author claims three 

skills are necessary to be successful: conceptual, technical, and interpersonal skills.  He 

stated, “how effectively those connections [with superiors, colleagues, and subordinates] 

are made will affect the quality of the finished product” (p. 3).  Kussin (2008) viewed the 

process as a 12-month, ten-step one that involved all offices in the school, emphasizing 

that the person in charge of the schedule exchange “complete and accurate information 

with the right people at the appropriate times” (p. 3).   

 The author advocated starting with curriculum development, including how 

students will be grouped, how fast teachers will teach the content, and how classes will 

be organized.  Schedulers need to consider graduation requirements by state, student 

ability and interest, resources, community values, and feasibility.  Step 2, package it, was 

about setting up course codes, titles, and descriptions.  Step 3, market it, consisted of 

disseminating course information to students and parents and collecting data from 

students and parents.  The author included information on offering curriculum fairs, 

parent meetings, student assemblies, and mailings, as well as various methods of 

collecting students’ desired schedules, generally conducted in February and March.   

 Step 4 entailed tallying needed sections of each course, determining teacher 

course loads by class size, and attempting to match the course demand to the teacher 

supply in order to determine the staffing budget.  Kussin (2008) advocated that the 
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process be transparent, so that teachers know the scheduling process has begun, but 

conducted with the understanding that “the decisions made at these individual sessions 

are not to be shared with staff under any circumstances” (p. 40).  He recommended that 

teachers be asked their preferences during this part of the scheduling process and 

suggested ways of reconciling numbers of sections to meet teaching supply through 

methods such as recruiting, oversizing, and mixing levels based on enrollment problems, 

comparing the master scheduler to a fortune teller.  

 Kussin recommended in step 5 that the master scheduler attempt to spot trouble in 

order to avoid student scheduling conflicts by creating a conflict matrix.  In step 6, 

Kussin wrote about building the master schedule, comparing it to “a giant jigsaw puzzle” 

(p. 69).  He discussed taking into consideration items like teacher conflict (scheduling 2 

courses at the same time that must be taught by the same teacher), room capacity, team 

teaching, half-year courses, part-time teachers, shared staff, common planning time, and 

teacher requests.  Kussin stated, “tradition and the culture in your school will determine 

which way you go” as far as whether high-powered courses like AP, IB, and honors are 

assigned based on seniority or not (pp. 80-81).  In addition, other factors the master 

scheduler should consider when assigning teachers to courses was number of periods 

taught in a row, number of preps, teacher requests, and balancing teacher schedules with 

a mix of honors and regular classes.  He stressed, “favoritism is the best way to 

undermine your credibility and will alienate the staff,” and “you must be perfectly open 

about your policy” regarding granting specific teacher requests (p. 81).  Kussin 

recommended notifying teachers of their assignments in the spring with a reminder that 

the assignments were tentative.   
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 Step 7, computer simulation, would inform the scheduler whether or not his or her 

work was successful so that adjustments could be made and the simulation run again.  

The scheduler would be able to see student conflicts, including under- or overscheduling 

and oversized classes.  Step 8 involved loading students into the schedule, having 

counselors double check their students, and making individual changes by hand.  Step 9 

consisted of making adjustments based on conflicts, student schedule change requests, 

clerical errors, newly enrolled students, and students who have unenrolled from the 

schools.  Step 10, refine it, included the final polish on the schedule just before opening 

day for students who may have taken summer school and need changes, and for more 

enrollment and registration changes that occurred over the summer.  The author 

acknowledged that very soon after the school year began, it would be time to start the 

process all over again for the following school year. 
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Appendix B 

Teacher Interview Protocol 

Interview Site: 

Interview Date: 

Interviewee and Position: 

I want to talk to you about how teaching assignments are distributed at this school and 

how you feel about receiving particular assignments. I’m mostly interested in how you 

experience the process. By teaching assignments, I mean both the content and the level of 

students (for example, teamed, regular, honors, and IB or AP). There are no right or 

wrong answers to any of these questions. 

I want to remind you that everything you say will be confidential, and no identifying 

information will be used in publications or presentations on this study.  Do I have your 

permission to record and stop recording as necessary?  

Assignment Process, Communication, School Culture 

1. What is the teaching assignment process like in this school? 

 Probe: What is the timeline?  

  What are the steps?  

  Who is in charge? 
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  Who can make changes to the schedule? 

  What factors influence the process? 

2. What kind of communication do you experience during the process from your 

administrator or the leadership team? 

 Probe: During the school year? 

  During the summer? 

  How do you receive this communication?  Emails? Phone call? 

3. What kind of input do you have into the process? 

 Probe: How is your input solicited? 

  When in the timeline do you have input? 

4. What sort of input do teachers have into policies and decision making processes at this 

school? 

 Probe: Are there places or ways in which you would like to have more input? 

5. How much teacher turnover do you think your school experiences each year? 

 Probe: Why do you think teachers stay at/leave this school? 

6. How often do you speak to your administrator or go to his or her office?  What kinds 

of things do you discuss?   
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Personal Experience 

7. What are you teaching currently?  Did you get the assignment you asked for? 

 Probe: Why or why not? 

8. Have you had your teaching assignments changed in the past or received an 

assignment different from the one(s) you requested?   

Probe: If so, when and how were you notified of a change to your expected or 

requested assignment? 

 What rationale were you given for this change, if any? 

 How did that make you feel? 

9. Tell me about an assignment you would like to teach. 

 Probe: Why would you like to teach that course? 

10. Have you ever made a career decision (like leaving the school), or thought about 

making one, based on the teaching assignment you received? 

 Probe: If so, what was that decision? 

  Did you speak to an administrator about it? 

  Did you decide to leave or stay?  Why? 

Ideal Situation 
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11. What might an ideal teaching assignment process look like? 

 Probe: What seems to be working well in the teaching assignment process? 

  What challenges exist in the process? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about these topics that we have not 

yet discussed? 

  

Thank you for taking the time to participate in my study. 
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Appendix C 

Administrator Interview Protocol 

Interview Site: 

Interview Date: 

Interviewee and Position: 

I want to talk to you about how administrators distribute teaching assignments. I’m 

mostly interested in the design and implementation of the teaching assignment process at 

this school.  By teaching assignments, I mean both the content and the level of students 

(for example, teamed, regular, honors, and IB or AP). There are no right or wrong 

answers to any of these questions. 

I want to remind you that everything you say will be confidential, and no identifying 

information will be used in publications or presentations on this study.  Do I have your 

permission to record and stop recording as necessary?  

Background Information 

1. How many years have you been in education? 

 Probe: How many years as an administrator? 

  What is your current position? 

  How many years have you held this position at this school? 
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Teaching Assignment Process 

2. What is the teaching assignment process like at this school? 

 Probe: What is the timeline?  

  What are the steps?  

  Who is in charge? 

  Who can make changes to the schedule? 

  What external factors influence the process? 

3. What key considerations do you think about when distributing teaching assignments?  

Probes: One consideration I thought you would mention was: (use of data, 

educational level, experience, pedagogy, professional development, 

teacher preferences) 

 How do you prioritize these considerations? Is one factor always 

considered first, or last?  Which ones? 

4. What kind of communication do you experience during the process from other 

administrators and/or teachers? 

 Probe: During the school year?  During the summer? 

  What types of communication are used? Email? Phone? Meetings? 
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5. Do teachers typically receive the assignments they ask for? 

 Probe: Why or why not?  

Personal Experience 

6. What about distributing teaching assignments is difficult or complicated?  

Probe: I thought you would mention: (teachers’ reactions to assignments, changes 

in assignments, preferences, teaming) 

7. What do you like about distributing teaching assignments? 

8. Have you ever made changes to teaching assignments based on teachers’ reactions to 

an initial assignment? 

 Probe: Why was that? (or, why not?) 

9. How much teacher turnover would you say your school experiences each year? 

 Probe: Why do you think teachers stay at/leave this school? 

10. What sort of input do teachers have into policies and decision making processes at 

this school? 

 

Ideal Situation 

11. What might an ideal teaching assignment process look like? 
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 Probe: What seems to be working well in the teaching assignment process? 

  What challenges exist in the process?  

  What other information do you wish you had to facilitate the process? 

12. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about this topic that we have not yet 

discussed? 

  

Thank you for taking the time to participate in my study. 
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Appendix D 

Matrix of Interview Questions and Research Questions 

Interview Qs RQ1 RQ2 RQ3 RQ4 

 How do high 

school 

administrators 

describe their 

facilitation of 

the teaching 

assignment 

distribution 

process? 

What factors 

do teachers 

perceive to 

influence the 

distribution of 

teaching 

assignments?   

How do 

administrators 

and teachers 

believe that the 

assignment 

process affects 

teacher 

retention? 

How do 

teachers and 

administrators 

experience 

power relations 

as an influence 

on the teaching 

assignment 

process? 

Teacher 

Questions 

 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 9, 

11 

5, 10 3, 4, 6, 7, 8, 10 

Administrator 

Questions 

2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 

8, 10 

 6, 8, 9 2, 3, 5, 8, 10 

 


