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Abstract

Career decisions of four teachers are explored through the concept of figured worlds
in this qualitative, longitudinal case study. Participants were purposefully chosen
for similarity at entry, with a range of career trajectories over time. Teacher career
paths included remaining in one school, repeated changes in schools, attrition af-
ter relocation, and nonrenewal of contract. Data included interviews, observations,
participants’ assessments, and pupils’ work. Cross-case analysis suggests that no
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single teacher attribute or workplace condition determined teachers’ career deci-
sions; rather, teachers’ ability to refigure their identity within the figured world of
teaching shaped career trajectory. Key factors such as ability to address disequilib-
rium, teacher identity, agency, and collaborative capacity are examined. Implications
call for pre-service preparation and professional development to navigate cultures
of schools, amended administrative involvement in teacher retention, and policy re-
form acknowledging the complexity of teachers’ figured worlds.

Keywords: teacher retention and turnover, teacher preparation, educational pol-
icy, qualitative research

Currently, there is broad consensus that teachers play a crucial role
in students’ learning and academic success (Cochran-Smith & Ville-
gas, 2015; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Tamir, 2014). Many have argued
that the quality of the education system, and particularly the quality of
teachers, determines a nation’s ability to compete in the global knowl-
edge economy (e.g., Furlong, Cochran-Smith & Brennan, 2013; McKin-
sey & Company, 2009; Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and
Development, 2005). Accordingly, in the United States and elsewhere,
the recruitment, preparation, and retention of teachers has become a
central concern of top-level leaders in the business, philanthropic, and
policy-making worlds as well as in the professional arena (Darling-
Hammond, 2010; Oakes, Lipton, Rogers, & Renee, 2006). As a conse-
quence of this, policy leaders and reform advocates have focused in-
creased attention on developing teacher accountability systems, which
among other things seek to define teacher quality in terms of how
much value a teacher adds to student achievement (Goldhaber & Han-
sen, 2013; Measures of Effective Teaching [MET] Policy and Practice
Brief, 2013). Similarly, attempts at connecting teacher preparation
programs directly to K-12 student outcomes are growing in popularity
(Cochran-Smith et al., 2012; Diez, 2010; Henry et al., 2013; National
Council on Teacher Quality, 2013).

While teacher quality has been identified as an essential factor in
school and economic success, a severe problem in teacher retention
has emerged, with as many as 20% of new teachers leaving the pro-
fession within the first 3 years (Henke, Chen, & Geis, 2000), and al-
most 50% leaving within the first 5 years (Ingersoll, 2003). In addi-
tion, with growing dissatisfaction for a variety of reasons among those
teachers who remain in the profession (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012;
Jacob, Vidyarthi, & Carroll, 2012), increasing numbers of veteran,
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high-quality teachers described as “irreplaceables” in terms of what
they bring to the classroom are now leaving teaching at nearly sim-
ilar rates as novice teachers (DeAngelis, Wall, & Che, 2013; Jacob et
al., 2012). With major reform initiatives deeply impacting teachers’
lives (e.g., new teacher evaluation systems, Common Core State Stan-
dards, and aligned assessments), a more comprehensive and nuanced
understanding of teachers’ lives, the worlds in which they work, and
the career decisions they make is necessary to create and sustain pol-
icies and practices that retain teachers who exhibit characteristics of
quality practice in the profession.

Our study of teachers’ lives, worlds, and career decisions focuses
on four novice teachers, all “highly qualified,” according to the fed-
eral mandate. The case study participants were selected for this study
because they were all young, White, middle class, and female, with
strong academic backgrounds and genuine commitments to teaching.
All attended the same master’s-level teacher preparation program at a
highly selective university. Each teacher began her professional career
in a school or district similar to where she student taught, was given
a content-appropriate teaching assignment, and was assigned a men-
tor. We chose these four teachers because despite these striking sim-
ilarities, the experiences and outcomes for these four teachers were
remarkably different, which led to our research question:

Research Question: What explains differences in the career
trajectories for beginning teachers whose backgrounds,
training, and entrance into the profession were similar?

Based on a consensual qualitative analysis (Hill et al., 2005; Hill,
Thompson, & Williams, 1997) and within- and across-case analysis
(Stake, 2013), we suggest that differences in these four teaching ca-
reers cannot be explained simply by the presence or absence of single
factors or policies, such as the recruitment of teachers from highly
regarded institutions, or the alignment of teachers’ initial teaching
assignments with their preparation. Rather, we propose the varia-
tion in career trajectories is better explained by how novice teach-
ers “figure” their teaching world, how that teaching world interacts
with and responds to the teacher, and in turn how teachers “figure”
themselves into the world of teaching (Holland, Lachtcotte, Skinner,
& Cain, 1998).
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Literature Review: Studies of Teacher Attrition or Retention

Studies of attrition and retention generally focus on one of three sets
of variables as catalysts influencing teachers’ career decisions in this
regard (Boyd et al., 2011; DeAngelis et al., 2013; Hong, 2010). These
include (a) characteristics of teachers including demographic, profes-
sional, and affective traits of teachers (Borman & Dowling, 2008); (b)
characteristics of schools including administrative and organizational
support (Kraft & Papay, 2014), and induction and mentoring programs
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011); or (c) characteristics of students defined
by demographic characteristics and traditional measures of academic
achievement (Boyd, Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2005; Hanushek, Kain,
& Rivkin, 2004). Studies about teachers’ characteristics suggest spe-
cific attributes of teachers, and their practice may contribute to or
curb attrition from the field. The vast array of characteristics that have
been studied—Borman and Dowling (2008) note 63 characteristics in
their meta-analysis—provide a fragmented and convoluted vision of
attrition issues rather than clear and informative indicators for pol-
icy makers and administrators to address, implying that an alterna-
tive approach is also required for better understanding of this issue.
To date, a relatively small but growing number of research studies
on teachers’ characteristics and their impact on attrition/retention
explicitly link the observed professional practices of novice teachers
with their subsequent career decisions. For example, four syntheses of
research in this area (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Guarino, Santibanez,
& Daley, 2006; Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Strong, 2005) con-
cluded that retention studies generally did not make connections be-
tween attrition/retention and teachers’ professional practice, whether
defined in terms of students’ learning or other specific attributes of
professional practice (e.g., expectation, sense of efficacy, networking,
and self-advocacy skills). Perhaps this shortcoming can be explained
by the fact that many attrition/retention studies are quantitative in
nature, and rely on large data sets including the Schools and Staffing
Survey (SASS) and the Teacher Follow-Up Survey (TFS; Boyd et al.,
2011). This methodological restriction obscures observable charac-
teristics of teaching practice including the exchange of ideas between
individuals and the contexts in which they learn to teach. As such,
there is no way to explore the relationship between unquantifiable
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aspects of teacher characteristics and teachers’ retention in or attri-
tion from the field with large data sets and quantitative methodologies
alone. Fewer studies make use of firsthand accounts and reflections
in the form of interview data, and our literature review uncovered a
dearth in attrition/retention studies derived from case studies of nov-
ice teachers’ practice that include both observation and interview data.

Since the time of these syntheses, however, more recent studies
have explored the connection between retention/attrition and teacher
characteristics linked to quality professional practice. Among these
newer studies, there is an emerging consensus that less effective
teachers (defined in terms of value added to students’ test scores)
are more likely to leave teaching than more effective teachers (Boyd et
al., 2011; DeAngelis et al., 2013; Goldhaber, Gross, & Player, 2011; Ha-
nushek et al., 2004; Krieg, 2006). Yet again, in large part, these stud-
ies draw from data sets and/or teacher self-report rather than direct
observation of teaching practice. Thus, there is an added obstacle in
theorizing how these teachers’ internal thoughts and exchanges be-
tween teachers and the school world inform their professional actions.

Several attrition/retention studies that focus on teacher character-
istics have outlined the critical nature of teachers’ affective attributes
in subsequent career decisions, including teachers’ sense of efficacy,
emotional well-being, networking capacity, and aptitude to persevere
in the face of adversity. A few studies have described the importance
of teachers’ expectations about the profession, including the influence
they expect to exert in schools. For example, Hammerness (2008)
concluded that over 8 years, teachers moved to new schools primar-
ily for pedagogical reasons, particularly whether or not their “visions”
about ideal classroom practice matched the reality of the school. Olsen
(2008) suggested that the early development and career decisions of
teachers from the same urban preparation program centered on their
expectations and reasons for entering teaching, which shaped their
evolving identities as teachers. Hong (2010) cautioned that over-ide-
alized expectations of teaching appeared to lead to burnout and, as
such, there is a critical but “fine line between healthy optimism and
unrealistic idealism” (p. 1540).

Relatedly, several studies by Susan Moore Johnson and colleagues
(Donaldson & Johnson, 2010; Johnson & Birkeland, 2003; Johnson &
The Project on the Next Generation of Teachers, 2004; Liu & Johnson,
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2006) suggest that “efficacy,” or whether teachers achieve a sense of
success in their work with students, is among the most important de-
terminants of beginning teachers’ decisions about staying, leaving, or
moving schools. Johnson and colleagues maintain that negative work-
ing conditions (e.g., lack of support from principals or colleagues)
contribute to teachers’ low sense of efficacy, which in turn leads to
increased voluntary turnover. Boyd et al. (2011) continue this line of
argumentation finding that novice teachers’ evaluation of their own
preparedness for teaching is correlated with career decisions. In this
study, novice teachers who express less satisfaction with their prepa-
ration path reported lower self-efficacy, and were at greater risk for
planning to leave and subsequently leaving the teaching field (Boyd
et al., 2011).

Meanwhile, several studies (Freedman & Appleman, 2009; Hong,
2010, 2012) highlight how emotional well-being can impact teach-
ers’ attrition and retention in the field. Freedman and Appleman
(2009), for example, found that candidates from one preparation pro-
gram stayed in urban teaching because of a sense of mission, persis-
tence, and a disposition for hard work. Hong (2010, 2012) measured
the emotional well-being of novice teachers according to six criteria
(value, self-efficacy, commitment, emotions, knowledge and beliefs,
and micropolitics) and found that emotional burnout was a “critical
issue” (Hong, 2010, p. 1539) for the professional lives of novice teach-
ers and that “unfulfilled commitment and lack of efficacy” were con-
tributing factors of emotional burnout (Hong, 2010, p. 1539). Very
recent studies have found that affective attributes such as “grit” and
perseverance (Robertson-Kraft & Duckworth, 2014) as well as nov-
ice teachers’ capacity to network with and engage in healthy profes-
sional learning communities (Tamir, 2013) serve to mitigate some of
the professional and emotional challenges associated with being a nov-
ice classroom teacher. These affective characteristics of teachers and
the professional learning communities in schools serve to enhance
and fortify fledgling teachers’ professional identities and hence their
longevity in the classroom.

These studies in combination suggest that the very characteris-
tics that lead to increased retention—realistic expectations, a capac-
ity to network, and to exhibit agency—are also in many cases identi-
fied as hallmarks of high-quality professional practice (Hammerness
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et al., 2005; Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consor-
tium [INTASC], Special Education Subcommittee, 2001) and may for-
tify tendencies that stayers exhibit like perseverance or “grit” and a
sense of efficacy. Yet, an acknowledged shortcoming of attrition and
retention studies is that they primarily draw from large, quantitative
data sets and self-report survey instruments to identify teacher char-
acteristics associated with retention and attrition (Boyd et al., 2011).
Although it is not the intention of these studies to do so, they do lit-
tle to describe or conceptualize the internal reflection, dialogue, and
reformation of identity that foster the development of desired char-
acteristics in novice teachers. Indeed, Tamir (2013) argues that edu-
cation researchers need to better understand how teachers “negoti-
ate their role and place in schools” (p. 29). This suggests the need to
explore how novice teachers reflect upon the affective qualities they
bring to the teaching profession, how those qualities play out in ob-
served teaching and professional practice, the interaction between
teacher and school context, and how novice teachers build, tailor, and
refine their professional identities and actions over time.

Theoretical Frame

Sociocultural theory as it relates to learning to teach identifies this
process as occurring through interactions between and among a
teacher and the multiple stakeholders in the school community in-
cluding students, administrators, colleagues, mentors, supervisors,
families, as well as professional learning communities that exist be-
yond the school walls. Drawing from the concept of communities of
practice (Cuddapah & Clayton, 2011; Lave, 1991, 1993; Lave & Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998), learning to teach in a school involves not only
negotiating classroom practice, certainly, but also understanding the
demands, policies, expectations, and interpretations of a particular
context and overlapping—and sometimes competing—groups. Further-
more, a sociocultural perspective of learning to teach assumes a con-
tinuous change within these spheres that include shifting individual
relationships, organizational demands, and policy reform, for exam-
ple. Individually and collectively, teachers and members of a partic-
ular community work to make sense of the change and their place
within the structure.
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From within this broad sociocultural perspective, we use the work
of Holland et al. (1998), particularly their conceptualization of identity
and figured worlds, to understand the various trajectories that novice
teachers take in their professional lives. According to Holland and col-
leagues, figured worlds are historically grounded, social, and cultural
constructions, which encompass structures of power, relationships,
and actions in particular cultural realms. These social spheres evolve
in an ongoing process of change and interpretation occurring on an
individual level and within a cultural context. In our work, we use this
theory to unpack the figured worlds of four individuals as they pre-
pare for and enter the profession of teaching. Their responses, deci-
sions, and actions in negotiating these figured worlds provide a means
of understanding the expectations, contexts, agency, power, and ulti-
mately, career decisions that each graduate makes during their early
years of teaching.

Drawing on the work of Bakhtin (1981), Holland et al. (1998) de-
scribe figured worlds as dialogic, where sense-making is a response
to internal dialogues based on social negotiations prompted by self-
constructed contextual labels (e.g., student, effective teacher, highly
qualified) and responses within the frame of meaning (i.e., the figured
world of classrooms, schools, education as a profession) that provides
a context for understanding, responding, and acting. The actions of
the individual influence the world at large, even as the actions and
understandings of the participant are shaped by the understandings
of culture and expectations. Holland et al’s (1998) work also encom-
passes the ideas of Vygotsky (1978, 2012) and his emphases on cultural
symbols and historical development. Thus, Holland et al. (1998) note,
“We aim to build upon and move beyond two central approaches—the
culturalist and the constructivist— to understand people’s actions and
possibilities” (p. 8).

Holland et al.’s (1998) sociocultural theory of figured worlds has
proven to be a useful tool for research in education in a variety of ap-
plications. For example, Leander (2002) and Urrieta (2007) explored
educational contexts and identity of students, while Luttrell and Parker
(2001), Bartlett (2007), and Hatt (2007) studied sociocultural con-
cepts such as literacy and “smartness.” Blackburn (2002) addressed
LGBTQ issues in an imagined world; similarly, Jurow (2005) used a
“possible” figured world to study student mathematical learning in



BARNATT ET AL. IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 31 (2017) 9

project-based curriculum. Furthermore, a number of researchers have
addressed questions of how identities emerge from a variety of edu-
cational contexts (Boaler & Greeno, 2000; Dagenais, Day, & Toohey,
2006; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Ma & Singer-Gabella, 2011; Michael,
Andrade, & Bartlett, 2007; Rubin, 2007; Sloan, 2006).

The study presented here draws significant parallels to applications
of figured worlds in the work of Sloan (2006), C. Robinson (2007),
and Ma and Singer-Gabella (2011), each of whom addressed the man-
ner in which teachers and teacher candidates interacted with and were
able to “figure themselves” into teaching contexts.

Throughout the theoretical literature on figured worlds, there is
one line so clear in meaning and perhaps so obvious in its implica-
tions that it is quoted in many studies: “People tell others who they
are, but even more important, they tell themselves and then they try
to act as though they are who they say they are” (Holland et al., 1998,
p- 3). Drawing on this perspective, we sought to understand how each
of our participants “told others who they thought they were.” Then,
we sought to understand how they fashioned and refashioned their
identity in response to the contexts they encountered and how all of
this shaped their career trajectories.

Fecho, Graham, and Hudson-Ross (2005) note that people appear
to occupy many figured worlds simultaneously “with each of those
figured worlds flavoring experience in any other” (p. 178). In situat-
ing themselves in these figured worlds, individuals sometimes expe-
rience “dissonance” (C. Robinson, 2007, p. 205). Fecho et al. (2005)
refer to the response to this dissonance as “wobble” or the “space of
uncertainty that lies between and among figured worlds,” which cre-
ates an “unsettling state of vertigo” (p. 175). In other words, wobble
occurs when the image of self an individual holds and presents to oth-
ers conflicts with one of the many figured worlds she or he occupies.

This study draws heavily from the concept of “wobble” from Fecho
et al. (2005), yet the term conveys that those experiencing wobble
inevitably regain their balance. In contrast, on many occasions our
participants did indeed fall, and did not regain their balance. For that
reason, this study refers to these as moments of “disequilibrium.”
Working from the concept of disequilibrium, we identified critical
moments in the early teaching experiences of the teachers we fol-
lowed. In each of these cases of disequilibrium, it becomes clear that
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the disequilibrium is brought about through the exchange between the
actor and the organizational structures and contexts rather than a dis-
equilibrium that emerges within the actor herself. This underscores
the bedrock principles of sociocultural theory, which treats social con-
texts as an “integral component, not just a container, for intellectual
activity” (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001, p. 23).

This study identifies and analyzes such moments of disequilibrium,
and offers theories as to why individuals experience and react to mo-
ments of disequilibrium with such a broad array of responses. As
noted, there is very little research that links direct observations of
teaching practice with early career decisions. However, from the lit-
erature, we identified two closely related constellations of factors that
seem important: those involving teachers’ expectations about teaching
practice and their subsequent sense of efficacy and emotional well-be-
ing derived from realizing or failing to realize expectations, and those
that allow novice teachers to exhibit agency and a capacity to collabo-
rate, mitigate, negotiate, and persevere in the face of adversity. These
factors informed our analysis seeking to understand the differences
in career trajectories of four beginning teachers and how they fig-
ure their teaching world, how the teaching world responds and is re-
shaped by them, as well as how they figure themselves into the world
of teaching. Unlike other conceptions of retention and persistence that
analyze an individual’s “fit” within an organization (Youngs, Pogodz-
inski, Grogan, & Perrone, 2015), this analysis explicitly recognizes
the iterative nature of career decisions, and analysis of that decision
making requires honoring all players, artifacts, and contexts involved
in these exchanges. While some studies of teachers or teacher can-
didates that operate from this framework uncover the process of an
individual figuring themselves (Ma & Singer- Gabella, 2011; Urrieta,
2007), other studies clarify how individuals figure the world around
them (Fecho et al., 2005; Michael et al., 2007; Rainio, 2008), while
still others address both perspectives in some fashion (C. Robinson,
2007; Rush & Fecho, 2008; Sloan, 2006). None, however, consider
teacher retention and attrition from the frame of figured worlds, as
we do here. For these teachers, as newcomers to the profession and
the particular figured world of a school, the ability to influence or re-
shape the institution is, not surprisingly, overshadowed by the individ-
ual’s efforts to understand and respond to the world of the workplace.
Nonetheless, the context in which each teacher finds herself provides
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a cultural frame and social responses that shape and remold both enti-
ties so that neither remains in stasis. This study suggests that it is the
dynamic interplay of these figured identities, and the disequilibrium
that emerges when the worlds are misaligned, that appears to dictate
a teacher’s decision to stay or leave a teaching position. In the “Impli-
cations” section, this theory is expounded on, considering conditions
under which these moments of disequilibrium might be mitigated.

Method

This research is based on data from four case studies derived from a
larger longitudinal study that followed teacher candidates from en-
try into a teacher education program through 3 years of teaching. The
teacher candidates were enrolled in the same highly selective 1-year,
master’s-level teacher education program at a Jesuit university with
approximately 15,000 undergraduates and graduate students. The 22
participants were volunteers from a pool of 150 master’s-level candi-
dates. The participants’ demographic characteristics were similar to
those of the larger program population in terms of school level, certi-
fication area, race/ethnicity, gender, age, and educational pattern. As
a Jesuit university, the teacher education program is driven by a mis-
sion to enhance the human condition, and to make the world more
just. In addition, the teacher education program has a central focus
on improving urban education.

The four participants selected for analysis in this study represent
a purposive sample (Teddlie & Yu, 2007) and were chosen for several
reasons. We chose two secondary-level participants and two elemen-
tary-level participants to examine teacher experiences across various
grade levels. All four participants had similar background and demo-
graphic characteristics in terms of age, academic preparation, and
gender; specifically, they were White, in their early twenties, and had
strong academic backgrounds. The two teachers in secondary edu-
cation had appropriate undergraduate majors. All four successfully
passed the state licensure exams and earned state certification. By the
standards outlined by No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (No Child Left
Behind [NCLB], 2002), all were highly qualified. Finally, each partici-
pant in this study had a complete set of data from entry into the study
to either exit from teaching or the end of the study.
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Table 1. Data Sources Collected and Analyzed for Each Participant (4) in
This Study.

Data sources Description Sources gathered
for each participant

Participant interviews 60-120 min interviews 12

Participant observations 60-120 min observations 7

Field notes Researcher impressions varies

Teacher education Sampling of assignments 1-4
coursework including inquiry project

Auxiliary interviews Interviews with cooperating 4

teacher and university supervisor
(pre-service year) self-selected
mentor and an administrator
(first year)
Samples of pupil work Assessment tasks and samples 5
of pupil work from pre-service
teaching through first 2 years
of teaching

Data Sources

Data for this longitudinal study were collected from 2005 to 2010.
Data sources for each case study, which are listed in Table 1, included
extensive in-depth interviews with candidates/beginning teachers; de-
tailed classroom observations; interviews with university instructors,
supervisors, mentors, and school administrators; candidates’ course-
work and program materials; and samples of candidates’/beginning
teachers’ assignments or assessments used in class along with sam-
ples of students’ work.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted continuously over a 5-year period as
data continued to be collected. As a research team, our data analysis
was informed by what Hill et al. (1997) call a “consensual” approach
to qualitative data analysis. This approach uses inductive analysis to
build explanations from the bottom up, rather than testing hypotheses
from the top down. Moreover, with consensual qualitative research, all
data are collected using standardized protocols to provide consistency
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across data collection methods as the team of researchers works to
arrive at “consensus judgments” (p. 521). Although time consuming,
this labor-intensive approach was used for analysis to maintain the
integrity of themes that emerged inductively from multiple readings
of the data by multiple researchers.

The research team utilized additional measures to ensure reliabil-
ity. After developing the code list with definitions and examples, each
team member coded the same set of excerpts from Interviews 1 to 5,
first independently and then with a partner. Then the group collec-
tively examined one coded interview. This recursive process clarified
code meaning, leading to a shared understanding of the entire code
list. Such a rigorous and iterative process ensured that researchers
could code independently with a reasonable degree of reliability.

Following the initial analysis processes across the data set, the re-
search team moved to case analysis and development. According to
George and Bennett (2005), the strongest means of drawing inferences
from cases is a combination of within-case and cross-case compari-
sons of a small number of cases. Our analysis involved this two-level
approach and is described in detail in the following sections, while
this article focuses on the cross-case analysis and findings.

Within-case analysis. The first step in cross-case analysis is to under-
stand the individual case in depth through within-case analysis. Here,
the point is to reduce data to get at the essence of the individual case
within its context and in terms of its specific conditions (Stake, 2013).
Themes or patterns used across cases to help interpret a larger data
set must have explanatory power in one case before they are applied
more broadly (Ayres, Kavanaugh, & Knafl, 2003). Informed by Hill and
colleagues’ (Hill et al., 2005; Hill et al., 1997) “consensual” approach
to qualitative analysis, the research team completed within-case anal-
yses in the form of detailed case narratives, drawing on key excerpts
from interview and observational data. The structure for each within-
case analysis included these categories: (a) entering characteristics;
(b) teacher candidates’ program experiences; (c) teachers’ experience
of the first year of teaching, specifically content and pedagogy, learn-
ing and assessment, and efforts to teach for social justice; (d) experi-
ences during the second, third, and fourth years of teaching, as above;
and (e) career decisions during or at the end of each year of the study.
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The “conceptual infrastructure” (Stake, 2013) or working theory of
each case is derived from the interplay of patterns and themes that
emerged from the case in its particular context and conditions.

Cross-case analysis. There is a tension in cross-case analysis between
maintaining the integrity and particularity of the individual case, on
one hand, and identifying themes and patterns that help explain a
group of cases, on the other (Ayres et al., 2003). It was our intention
to bring into simultaneous view both the local detail of the individ-
ual case and more general linkages that help explain teaching prac-
tice coupled with career decisions. Collaboratively, the research group
identified key elements of the cases, how these played out in individ-
ual cases, and how they compared across cases. This process of iden-
tifying general analytic categories along with thematic variation al-
lowed the team to develop assertions about teaching practices and
career decisions that explained individual cases and extended across
the cases. This was a matter of continuous tacking back and forth be-
tween what seemed to be larger explanations and how these did/did
not mesh with the particular contexts and conditions of individual
cases, an iterative process that was repeated multiple times. An abbre-
viated profile of each of the four participants is provided in Table 2.

Findings

In the following sections, we begin with a snapshot of each of four
participants and then offer cross-case analysis regarding the figured
worlds of teaching for the four teachers. We close by reflecting on the
complex and layered figured worlds of teaching, and offer implications
drawn from this work.

The Tales of Four Teachers

As previously noted, these four teachers were similar in many re-
spects: White women from middle-class backgrounds, adept students
from prestigious undergraduate programs, with teacher preparation
from the same very selective institution, and a strong commitment to
education as a career. Participants also had differing experiences in
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Table 2. Case Study Participants.

Participant Teaching context

Identity

Disequilibrium

15

Career decision

Elizabeth

content

Lola Year 1: urban, charter,
secondary, science Year
2: suburban, predomi-
nately African Ameri-
can, private, secondary,
science Years 3-4: ur-
ban, charter, secondary,
science and math

Riley Years 1-3: suburban el-
ementary school, fourth
grade Year 4: subur-
ban charter elementary
school, fourth grade

Elsie Year 1: private Catholic,
suburban high school
teaching English lan-

guage arts

Year 1: present, urban
high school, English

Came to teaching commit-
ted to improving the life
opportunities of her stu-
dents. Yet she was flexible
in how she approached her
challenges.

Commitment to social jus-
tice, high expectations

for school colleagues and
evolving racial identity
are key features of Lola’s
identity.

High expectations for self
as teacher and students as
learners, worked collab-
oratively, participated in
multiple professional de-
velopment experiences.

Vague expectations for self
as teacher and diminish-
ing student expectations,
worked in isolation, did
not seek support or estab-
lish professional network.

The administration’s ex-
pectations for students did
not meet her own. She re-
mained committed to her
goals and reached out to
likeminded colleagues both
inside and outside her
school.

She felt unable to reach
her potential as a high-
quality White teacher
within the contexts,
schools, and communities
to which she was drawn.

Year 4: principal at new
school used top-down ap-
proach, principal made
racist comment about stu-
dent’s family, Riley dis-
agreed with mandated in-
struction approach, no
agency in new school.

Year 1: developing per-
sonal or professional con-
nections with colleagues
or administration, in un-
derstanding and work-
ing within school envi-
ronment, in establishing
appropriate standards and
expectations for students,
identify as teacher.

Elizabeth remained in the
same school in the same
teaching position for 8
years.

Lola decided to leave for
another school within

the year at the first two
schools. At the third school
she stayed believing she
could be successful.

Riley resigned in spring of
fourth year because she re-
fused to refigure her iden-
tity to fit the new world

of teaching, which en-
forced opposing views to
learning.

FElsie was notified in the
spring of her first year of
teaching that she would
not be rehired, no explana-
tion offered or sought. She
did not seek another posi-
tion in the field, effectively
ending her career after 9
months.

identify formation and dissonance as they began their teaching lives,

which led to differing career trajectories. Here, we drew from Fecho
et al’s (2005) concept of “wobble,” to identify key moments and turn-

ing points in each graduate’s early experiences in the field. For reasons
described above, we refer to this phenomenon as “disequilibrium.”

Similar to the importance of understanding how these four women
formed their teaching identities, understanding when and how they

experienced the disequilibrium brought on by exchanges with the
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teaching world they inhabited informed our interpretation of their
“subsequent behavior” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 4.), including their
response to the uncertainty, specifically, and their career decisions
more generally. The descriptions below are intentionally limited to
key attributes of participants and establishing critical points of dis-
equilibrium, which is then followed by cross-case analysis and theo-
rizing about career decisions. In the subsequent “Cross-Case Analy-
sis: Thematic consistencies and variations” section below, theorized
explanations of the cases commonalities and differences are explored.

Elizabeth: Maintaining her center of gravity. Elizabeth Sigel had
not given much thought to becoming a teacher until she began tu-
toring urban youth during her undergraduate education. Her com-
mitment to social justice emerged as a central motivator when she
chose to pursue a master’s degree in education with an urban focus
because she wanted to make students’ “lives better—or, [enable them
to] make their life the way they want it or envision it . . . by giving
them the tools to be able to do with it what they want to do.” Eliza-
beth’s lofty-but-tough resolve to improve the life chances of her stu-
dents was tempered by self-initiated reality checks. Elizabeth under-
stood the larger systematic and structural barriers that prevented
most of her students from moving beyond the life they knew, in part
because this school was geographically located close to the area she
grew up, but also from general knowledge of urban education in the
preparation program, and over time because she fulfilled an intern-
ship and student teaching here. She sought to establish trust with her
students, build relationships with her colleagues, and provide oppor-
tunities for students to see the value of an education. To achieve this,
Elizabeth was committed to “keeping expectations high and pushing
[students] . . . so they’re learning to be critical . . . looking at things
analytically, . . . [T]hat is really empowering.” Elizabeth aimed to push
her students to expect more from themselves and recognize the re-
sults of sustained hard work. Her identity as a teacher was informed
by experiences in the classroom, ongoing professional development,
and graduate study opportunities. Above all, her commitment to so-
cial justice was enacted as she established challenging, but achievable,
expectations for student learning.
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Elizabeth’s disequilibrium. Like many urban teachers, Elizabeth’s
school context provided limited opportunities for collaboration and
teambuilding and little recognition for hard work (Jacob et al., 2012).
Yet, rather than walking blindly but eagerly into the situation, as many
urban educators (Michie, 2012), Elizabeth anticipated how she would
work to overcome the difficulties she would face before accepting the
position. She had already completed fieldwork and student teaching
in the school, and thus, she had already “figured” these school char-
acteristics into her vision of teaching. As such, Elizabeth developed a
deep and accurate sense of the culture of the urban school. She under-
stood the necessity of challenging her students with high expectations.

Despite her success, Elizabeth remained frustrated by challenges
she faced. At times, she became overwhelmed with multiple class
preparations, classroom management issues, and chronic truancy.
She bemoaned,

I feel like I’'m a blind person sometimes. I’'m wandering
through dark places and no one comes in to observe me ...
I’'m frustrated because no one’s giving me feedback. [The as-
sistant principal is] under a lot of stress, I know that, but [it]
is his job to give me feedback.

She also felt disequilibrium when she saw evidence of diminished ex-
pectations for students. In one telling instance at the conclusion of her
first year, the administration lowered the school’s graduation require-
ments to accommodate underperforming seniors. Elizabeth fumed,

It goes against what most of us are trying to do which is to
set high standards, to hold students accountable, to ensure
there’s rigor that’s met through the whole year, to not let stu-
dents slip at the end. So in terms of social justice I think that
is an absolute disservice to students.

Thus, although Elizabeth had been in some ways prepared for the dis-
equilibrium she experienced when her expectations clashed with the
actions of her administration, it aligned with what she identified as
problems with public schooling and it reaffirmed her drive to teach
the traditionally underserved. This disequilibrium forced Elizabeth to
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continuously rethink her role as a teacher. Rather than lowering her
own standards, Elizabeth created a way to get the principal to notice
students’ high-quality work. For example, she hosted a “publishing
party” that showcased her students’ literary portfolios. She invited
the principal, the deans, janitors, and resource officers to attend. She
showcased students’ work and, implicitly, the quality of her teaching.
Elizabeth was able to overcome her discord with her administrators,
while displaying innovation and perseverance, continuing to teach in
the school to the present time.

Lola: Dampening the oscillation. Like Elizabeth, Lola Werner’s is a
case of a new teacher remaining in the profession through her first
four years but differs in the sense that Lola did not remain in one
school. In these first years of teaching, Lola moved to and through
three different schools, making her path erratic and circuitous at
times.

Lola spoke with conviction and clarity about what she believed were
the markers of a quality teacher or who she “was telling herself she
thought she was” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 3). A prominent feature of
Lola’s figured self was her evolving racial identity and the role that
race played in her career choices. Despite being a White woman who
hailed from a pervasively White culture in the northeastern United
States, Lola was consistently, and in her words “almost inexplicably,”
drawn to work in schools that were extraordinarily culturally dis-
similar from her own. She confessed she felt like a teacher in “one of
those inspirational teacher films,” conveying a romanticized vision of
both teaching and herself. This romanticized identity seemed well en-
trenched, but her assumptions were largely un-interrogated until she
entered the classroom as a teacher.

Lola’s disequilibrium. Deeply committed to social justice and racial
equity, Lola’s disequilibrium emerged from the chasm between her
idealized identity as a high-quality White teacher on one hand, and
the contexts, norms, and constraints of the culturally diverse commu-
nities to which she is drawn, on the other hand. Lola sought teach-
ing positions in places where her idealized identity was in harmony
with the figured world of the school, where she felt she was seen the
way she wanted to be seen. When she felt faculty, administration,
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parents, or students at the school did not see or treat her as a profes-
sional, highly qualified and racially savvy, White teacher, Lola expe-
rienced disequilibrium. Lola’s response to disequilibrium was drastic
in scale; she left teaching positions entirely, thus contributing to the
erratic nature of her career path.

Lola was excited about her first job. She felt she belonged among
the young and energetic faculty. Yet, there were considerable school-
wide behavior issues. Administrators expected Lola to use the school’s
system of merits and demerits, which she saw as “an art” that would
take time to master. She described her ensuing struggle with students’
behavior as “hard,” “humiliating,” and “torture.” She broke into tears
the day she handed out midterm grades because so many students
were failing. She attributed the failures to students’ bad behavior and
her lack of control, which she fundamentally equated to the cultural
differences between her and her students combined with what she
perceived as insufficient classroom management preparation. Having
invested much of her emotional well-being in teaching, but unwill-
ing to compromise her expectations, Lola worried about the absence
of balance in her life; she experienced long work days with very little
spiritual or emotional respite. She conveyed a literal sense of disequi-
librium in her life and left her first job for a position at a school fur-
ther south, largely in an attempt to return to balance.

Lola’s second school was a secondary-level charter boarding school
in a mid-Atlantic city serving predominately African American stu-
dents. Here again, Lola experienced disequilibrium, which emerged
from the tension between her identity and the nearly exclusively his-
torically Black figured world of the school. She regarded racial tension
as the “elephant in the room” and the professional culture as “toxic.”
By the first parent-teacher conference, many students were failing
her class, and parents arrived upset, with a few implying that Lola
was unable to reach their children. She understood the implication
to be that she did not know how to teach Black children. Lola began
to question her efficacy as a White teacher of Black students. She re-
ported feeling alienated from the school culture, and explained, “It’s
like, ‘no, you’re not a part of that culture, Lola, and you can love it all
you want but you’re not one of them ... and maybe you’re not even
wanted there’” Over time, she tempered these sentiments. This ex-
pressed disillusionment reveals Lola’s initial steps in deconstructing
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her largely uninformed assumptions about the figured world of this
school and her place within it.

It was at Lola’s third school—a racially, linguistically, and socioeco-
nomically diverse urban school in the mid-Atlantic region—that Lola
gained control of the disequilibrium. She credits this in part to teach-
ing skills she picked up at previous forsaken positions. From an ob-
server’s view, however, her new sense of stability was grounded in
the acceptance she gained from the students, parents, faculty, and ad-
ministration with whom she deeply identified with from the outset.

Riley: Implosion under the weight of a top-heavy system. The case
of Riley Miller illustrates how one teacher failed to “refigure herself”
into a teaching world at odds with her professional goals. In fact, one
might say, she “resisted the pressure to refigure herself” in this world.
From the outset, Riley believed teachers should help students develop
socially, academically, and emotionally. In trying to enact those ide-
als as a student teacher, Riley quickly came to appreciate the range of
needs her students presented, and the challenge teachers faced trying
to meet them. Riley was hired as a fourth-grade teacher at a suburban
school in the Northeast where she taught for 3 years. The support-
ive school environment closely matched her professional goals, and
she took advantage of opportunities to attend professional develop-
ment courses. Riley was able to figure herself as a teacher and thrive
in an environment where her professional goals were nourished. In
this context, it would seem as if Riley figured herself into the world
of teaching without much effort, but in fact, she worked diligently to
meet the high expectations set for teachers at the school.

Riley’s disequilibrium. After passing the hallmark third year of teach-
ing when many leave the profession (Henke et al., 2000), and exhibit-
ing rich and promising practice, a personal situation compelled Riley
to leave the position at which she was roundly praised for her profes-
sionalism. She moved across the country and was hired at a charter
school in a suburban area in the Southwest.

Early that fall, the new principal held a school-wide meeting where
she told all teachers that they were to use only direct instruction to
increase standardized test scores. She also stated that anyone who
was not on board should “get off the bus,” a metaphor used for the
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school and direction it was taking. Teachers were also told that they
were “easily replaceable” if they chose to leave. In response, Riley
thought, “The independent part of me wanted to jump ship, or bus
rather, at that very moment.” This top-down administrative style of-
fered a stark contrast to Riley’s prior experience. Thus, Riley entered
her fourth year immediately experiencing disequilibrium due to the
limited sense of agency Riley felt at her new school. She had come
from a school where teachers were valued as intellectuals to a new
school where teachers were voiceless and considered easy to replace.

After nearly a full academic year in this new teaching context, Riley
was present when the principal made an offensive remark about an
interracial family. Riley spoke up against this and what ensued was a
confrontation that pitted the principal against both the parent and Ri-
ley. This experience served as the final straw for Riley, who chose not
work at a school where she perceived the leader to be disrespectful,
setting a tone of toxicity, which permeated the school environment.

Riley had also been “positioned” in such a way that she was not
“engaged in self-making, but rather [was] limited to varying degrees
of accepting, rejecting, or negotiating the [identity] being offered to
[her]” (Urrieta, 2007, p. 111). Riley chose not to refigure herself, or
to compromise her developed identity in this new world. Lacking any
sense of agency and stalled in her professional growth, she realized
that this figured world was not a space that welcomed her teaching or
met her expectations in any way. This new school was clearly a contact
zone, defined as “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grap-
ple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations
of power” (Pratt, 1992, p. 1). The increased disequilibrium prompted
Riley to leave the school and teaching entirely.

Elsie: Pulled apart by centrifugal force. Elsie’s narrative is most
stark, a story of leaving teaching not by her own choice. Elsie’s teach-
ing career reflects both a lack of professional agency as well as an in-
ability to negotiate critical factors that exemplify and support qual-
ity teaching.

Elsie Reynolds was an exceptionally adept student herself, and ini-
tially came to the profession with high expectations for herself and
students, reflecting her own positive learning experiences throughout
her “apprenticeship of observation” (Lortie, 1975). In contrast, social
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interactions were difficult for Elsie, whereby she saw herself as “un-
popular” and “on the outside” in school environments, prior to enter-
ing the teaching profession.

Elsie took a position in the school she completed student teach-
ing, providing her with some expectations for the school world she
was entering as a teacher. However, her classroom was physically iso-
lated from others in her department, such that regular and substan-
tive guidance was limited.

Elsie’s disequilibrium. Elsie is a failed teacher, failed by the institu-
tion that did not support her through her first year in the classroom,
and herself failing to integrate into the school and profession suc-
cessfully. Contact between Elsie, her students, colleagues, her men-
tor, and the administration was characterized by a lack of clear and
direct communication or action to appropriately identify and address
disequilibrium. Reticence to address obvious and growing problems
existed on the part of all participants in this narrative of learning
to teach, resulting in confusion, frustration, and ultimately the loss
of a very bright and motivated teacher. Elsie experienced disequilib-
rium on two fronts: in developing positive, productive personal rela-
tionships, and with developing and maintaining an image of effective
teaching and learning.

Elsie came to the school with high expectations for herself and her
students. As a teacher, however, she was faced with what she per-
ceived as low student performance and motivation in a private, col-
lege preparatory program. Elsie questioned her earlier expectations
and, over time, lowered standards and expectations for students.

Interpersonal interactions continued to be difficult for Elsie with
colleagues who described her as “acerbic” and reported simmering
tensions with teachers in neighboring classrooms that were never ad-
dressed or acknowledged officially. Significant to her classroom prac-
tice were pervasive difficulties with classroom management, reflect-
ing different sorts of relationship challenges. Elsie and her colleagues
described her approach as “lenient” and “easy on” students, who, in
turn, were noisy, disruptive, and disrespectful in her classes. Elsie
never understood classroom management as developing a respectful
and collaborative working relationship with students.

Administration was inert in acting on her classroom struggles. Of-
ficially observed twice during the year, Elsie reported that she was
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never provided feedback from these observations. Her mentor unapol-
ogetically noted, “You often times have to seek some support your-
self.” Increasingly embarrassed by what she recognized as ineffective
teaching and socially unequipped to seek counsel or support, Elsie
maintained her isolation, without pressing for feedback or support

In the spring, the principal informed Elsie he would not renew her
contract, although no specific reason was offered. Shaken and sur-
prised, Elsie completed the academic year dramatically shutting out
both judgment and support by covering the wall of windows that faced
into the hallway from her classroom with butcher paper. She never
pressed to find out exactly what concerns contributed to her release,
and in keeping with her previous pattern of inaction, Elsie withdrew
from the world of teaching entirely.

Cross-Case Analysis: Thematic Consistencies and Variations

We used cross-case analysis to identify themes, uncover contradic-
tions, and draw connections between the cases. Here again, we framed
our emerging understandings within the theory of figured worlds by
continually checking how graduates resembled or differed from one
another in the manner they expressed their identity, how they were
received and interacted with the world in which they were acting, and
figured themselves within the context of the school worlds.

Broadly speaking, in the cases of Elizabeth and Lola, the teachers
encountered disequilibrium, but managed to address this in a way
that made it possible to stay in teaching. In a profound way, these rep-
resent two cases of successful retention. In the other two cases, Ri-
ley and Elsie, both were fundamentally challenged by the disequilib-
rium they faced, and subsequently, both teachers left the profession.
To offer theorized explanations as to why this occurred, we first de-
veloped assertions derived from the local detail of the individual case
that helped explain teaching practice coupled with career decisions.
Next, themes were identified deductively and iteratively by examining
general linkages, analytic categories, and variations from the within-
case analysis. The emergent themes described graduates’ capacity and
capability in three aspects: figuring the self/figuring school worlds,
agency, and collaborative capacity. Below, we describe each of these
themes in turn, including how they played out between and among
the four cases.
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Figuring the self. As stated earlier, the research of Sloan (2006), C.
Robinson (2007), and Ma and Singer-Gabella (2011) addresses the
manner in which teachers and teacher candidates were able to “fig-
ure themselves,” including their ability to improvise when their fig-
ured world “bump[ed] up against” their identity in unforeseen ways.
In each of the cases considered here, it becomes clear that the teach-
ers’ “figuring” impacted the social worlds in which their actions were
embedded, which in turn impacted how the teacher figured herself.
The four teachers presented striking similarities and contrasts in their
capacity to establish a well-developed, or deeply engrained, teaching
identity prior to, during, and post-graduation.

The two teachers who expressed deeply held expectations, Riley
and Lola, had a challenging time figuring themselves into school set-
tings that did not match their richly developed and deeply entrenched
teaching identities. In addition, because Lola in particular presented
a dogmatic ascription to her teaching identity, she portrayed a type
of “Goldilocks Syndrome.” There were many schools that would not
quite work and a very limited number of schools that fit just right.

Interestingly, the two teachers who displayed the least entrenched
teaching identities, Elizabeth and Elsie, appeared to have the most
divergent experiences in terms of career longevity. Elizabeth came
into the career having had positive experiences with tutoring urban
youth in the past but had not created a fixed set of expectations about
her role as a teacher or about the type of school community in which
her identity could flourish. In Elizabeth’s case, this fluid perspective
served her well as a starting point in her career, as she began build-
ing a teacher identity over time.

Elsie began her career with little specificity about what good teach-
ing looks like in practice, focusing instead on what a good student
might look like, and comparing this with herself. Over time, how-
ever, with little support or guidance from within the school, Elsie did
not strengthen or deepen her understanding of what constitutes good
teaching in ways that Elizabeth demonstrated in the same period. In
Elsie’s case, her teaching identity was not sufficient to uphold convic-
tions about teaching when this was challenged by her experience in
her school context. Exacerbated by weak interpersonal skills and the
lack of direct mentoring to address problems in practice, she felt little
exchange or change within the school in response to her actions there.
In fact, she avoided the very interactions that might have offered her
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support in finding her way in her teaching world. In a school setting
that was neither proactive nor supportively reactive to the challenges
that were obvious in Elsie’s classroom, she experienced an unravel-
ing of practice and confusion about her place in the school and the
profession. Such a setting is in complete opposition to the sociocul-
tural interactions Wenger (1998) indicates are necessary to learning
in a community of practice, whereby “the right people are at the right
place in the right kind of relation to make something happen” (p. 232).

Figuring school worlds. These teachers were simultaneously chal-
lenged with figuring themselves and figuring an existing school world.
Holland et al. (1998) write of the “codevelopment” that occurs as
“identities are worked and reworked on the social landscape” (p. 270),
underscoring the interconnections of an evolving self and a particu-
lar figured world. In a very pragmatic way, they embodied the ways
of speaking, acting, and interacting their interpretation of “teacher”
within the social and cultural construct of a figured world of their
school environment.
Holland et al. (1998) states that each figured world is a

socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in
which particular characters and actors are recognized, sig-
nificance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes
are valued over others. Each is a simplified world populated
by a set of agents ... who engage in a limited range of mean-
ingful acts or changes of state ... as moved by a specific set
of forces. (p. 52)

Each teacher enacted their conception of effective teacher within
a realm construed and revised by their own participation in the act of
teaching. The figured world and the interpretation of place and power
in this sphere are continuously under revision as decisions and actions
are played out. Career decisions are considered and adopted, as a re-
sult of the understandings of whether and how teachers can negoti-
ate, without overwhelming disequilibrium, their school world to the
satisfaction of their teacher selves and those in power around them.
As with the development of identity, this is an “open-ended, transac-
tional” process (Fecho et al., 2005, p. 177) that occurs on the individ-
ual and collective level.



BARNATT ET AL. IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 31 (2017) 26

These four teachers displayed marked contrasts and similarities
in their capacity to accurately and realistically figure school worlds.
From the beginning, both Elizabeth and Lola expressed an avowed
commitment to work in urban contexts. To some degree, they were
both familiar with the challenges and possibilities of working in these
contexts. However, in Elizabeth’s case, she stayed in the same school.
In sharp contrast, Lola relocated from one school to another in search
of the best fit. What explains this difference?

We theorize that the difference has much to do with both the ac-
curacy of their figuring, and the experiences (or lack thereof), which
underlie their expectations as teachers and about teaching. Lola ex-
pressed a deep commitment to work in a city school but only main-
tained a surface familiarity with actual teaching life in the figured
world of urban schools. Recall, she had an “almost inexplicable” draw
to work in urban communities and one that was clearly not rooted
in actual experience. So, although Lola claimed to know what she
wanted, she lacked the experience to identify “it” precisely or describe
what “it” was. Again, like Goldilocks looking for the most comfortable
chair, she only knew it was right when she experienced it.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth had a much more accurate understanding
of the urban context in which she ultimately worked. She grew up in
a community in close proximity to her future school district, and as
such, she had an understanding informed by a bit more awareness of
her students’ lives. Despite some of the contrasts that define the finer
levels of granularity between Lola and Elizabeth, both were relatively
successful in figuring the world in which they wanted to teach, though
Lola required more time before she figured the world with enough
precision to be successful.

In contrast to Elizabeth and Lola, Riley and Elsie both struggled
when they found themselves in school contexts that diverged sharply
from the school worlds in which they assumed they would be work-
ing. The reality of the figured world of the school in which they found
themselves seemed relatively fixed and unwilling to be shaped by ex-
changes with these teachers. Elsie set rigid parameters in her search
for a school that met her outlined criteria. She took a job at a private,
Catholic, college preparatory school, as intended. Yet the teaching
environment within the school left her physically isolated from col-
leagues and out of step with students. With both Elsie and the school
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community tacitly avoiding any meaningful communication or action
to ameliorate obstacles encountered in traversing this figured world,
Elsie was unable to have a truly positive effect on students and school.

Riley came to her new position in the Southwest not even having so
much as toured the school or met any of the administration in person.
Her misjudgment of this new school, with its top-down managerial
approach and scripted curriculum, was only made plainer when con-
trasted with the school world she previously enjoyed. Riley expressed
through interviews something of a “join or leave” mentality operating
within this school. The constricting environments experienced by Ri-
ley and Elsie, which in many ways pushed back against these teach-
ers’ efforts to retool their world, also made it difficult for both to re-
figure the world. Coupled with their individual traits—in Riley’s case
her deep adherence to a well-developed teaching identity and in El-
sie’s case her own limited social proficiencies—an exit from these fig-
ured worlds seem all but inevitable.

Agency. In each of our four cases, the graduates recognized their ca-
pacity for reshaping their identities as teachers, or capacity for im-
pacting the figured world of the school, to differing degrees. In other
words, each participant embodied different degrees of agency with re-
gard to her work as a teacher. Holland et al. (1998) explain,

Human agency [is] the realized capacity of people to act upon
their world ... That capacity is the power of people to act
purposively and reflectively, in more or less complex inter-
relationships with one another, to reiterate and remake the
world in which they live. (p. 42)

Agency is critical to understanding whether and how these four
teachers responded to incidents of disequilibrium and to understand-
ing how they emerged from this state. Fecho et al. (2005) note the
benefit that comes with the ability to “appreciate the wobble for what
it might tell us about ourselves and our ongoing practices ... find[ing]
comfort in discomfort” (p. 179). For novice teachers, this includes an
exploration of understanding disequilibrium for its centrifugal and
centripetal tension, that is, the forces at work simultaneously to unify
and destabilize the notion of individual identity (Fecho et al., 2005).
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Similarly, Tamir (2014) found that teachers from elite colleges perse-
vere in schools where they see themselves as successful change agents
in schools. Horrowitz (2014) likewise concluded that the interplay be-
tween a teachers identity and agency was key for teachers to continue
what she describes as an ongoing process of “choosing to teach” as
valued and contributing members of the school as a whole.

In the case of Elizabeth and to a lesser extent, Lola, these two
teachers demonstrated agency in response to disequilibrium. Eliza-
beth’s case is noteworthy in the sense that, despite extraordinary hard-
ships, she perseveres in the same school year after year. Located in a
neighborhood beset with gang violence, the school in which Elizabeth
worked failed to graduate 40% of the students in 4 years. At the out-
set, the school lacked basic classroom amenities and crucial support
systems needed to improve teachers’ practice. Elizabeth was provided
limited mentoring, no support staff, and few opportunities for profes-
sional growth. Determined and optimistic, Elizabeth sought out and
participated in many professional development opportunities beyond
her school to enrich her practice claiming, “I’ll take what I can get.”
Elizabeth’s successful stabilization was a consequence of varied fac-
tors, including her ability to navigate school culture, her resourceful-
ness, her commitment to continual growth as an educator, and above
all else, her commitment to providing students with a superior edu-
cation. It can be said, therefore, that Elizabeth recognized the signifi-
cant power she could leverage to adjust her circumstances.

To a lesser extent, this attribute of agency existed with Lola as well
but largely in the sense that Lola recognized she had the power to af-
fect her own destiny. The manner in which this manifested in her
teaching career, however, was striking. Lola realized that if the fig-
ured world of a particular school did not fit, she could at least demon-
strate the agency to make a life change to realize her vision. In these
moments of disequilibrium, some aspects of identity are clarified and
strengthened, or as Urrieta (2007) notes the “clash of figured worlds”
can lead to empowerment and definition of identity. However, it does
well to remember that the short duration of her tenure at each school
was just as jolting for the school as if she were to leave the profes-
sion altogether (Ingersoll, 2003). So, while Elizabeth made deliber-
ate choices and mobilized resources to shape the world in which she
found herself, positively impacting both herself and the figured world
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of the school, Lola left the school. Both of these are manifestations of
agency, yet one model is mutually beneficial to the school and to the
individual, while the other model puts the individual’s needs and iden-
tity development above that of the school.

Similar to Lola, Riley had a strong sense of agency that was intri-
cately tied to her identity as a teacher. She acted “purposefully and
reflectively” to meet her professional goals. Although her agency
was seemingly manifested in opposing ways, her actions were mo-
tivated by her commitment to students in both worlds. The first
teaching context that matched Riley’s goals empowered her to be-
come the best teacher possible—to secure her position in a world she
regarded highly. When the second teaching context worked to strip
away Riley’s dignity as a teacher by dictating her practice, she ex-
ercised her sense of agency by leaving. In both instances, the teach-
ers exhibited agency in their own interests, making choices that lay
within the boundaries they perceived to be acceptable and healthy
to their teaching identity.

At the other end of the spectrum was Elsie, who displayed limited
evidence of agency when it came to affecting her world. She perceived
the school as a place where she could not have agency in her teach-
ing. In fact, there was a lack of responsive negotiation on the part of
all actors in this world—Elsie, mentors, and administrators. Horrow-
itz (2014) suggests that true agency, or the “ability to function effec-
tively and creatively in an environment,” requires being “sufficiently
immersed in the context to operate fluently in it” (p. 77). Elsie re-
mained on the periphery of her figured world, and other stakehold-
ers did little to draw her in, interact with her, encourage or support
her toward effective agency.

Although Elsie shared many characteristics and challenges with
the other teachers described here, she was unique in demonstrating
a lack of agency to address the disequilibrium in her professional life.
Sloan (2006) notes,

The degree to which a person can be said to experience and
exhibit agency depends on the ways he or she identifies with
a given figured world and on their level of expertise within
that figured world. (p. 141)
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With little power or agency functioning as a stabilizing force, El-
sie succumbed to what Fecho et al. (2005) identify as “centripetal and
centrifugal tension” (p. 178), wherein the disequilibrium fractured and
further muddled Elsie’s understanding of her figured world.

Collaborative capacity. Much has been written about the centrality
of professional learning communities and networks for ongoing col-
laboration in supporting the health, well-being, and perseverance for
teachers (Baker-Doyle, 2011; Dika & Singh, 2002; Gallucci, 2008; Har-
greaves & Fullan, 2012; Putnam, 2001, 2015; Qian, Youngs, & Frank,
2013; Spillane et al., 2001). Our cases bear out this critical feature in
the figured world of teaching, as well. As Urrieta (2007) highlights,
“through participation in figured worlds people can reconceptualize
who they are or shift who they understand themselves to be” (p. 120).
The power of the network to provide a source for learning, stabili-
zation, and socialization into the figured world of schools cannot be
overstated. Two cases described here indicate the potential that ex-
ists when a strong professional network is present.

Elizabeth, in part, derived her strong sense of agency from the
strength and clarity that emerged from being a member of a collab-
orative network. Feedback, support, and validation were three key as-
pects missing from Elizabeth’s experiences with the leadership at her
school, though developed over time from outside of her teaching en-
vironment. Professional development opportunities initially acted as a
large part of her emerging network. She highlighted, “I always left the
day feeling like what I do here is important. It was like a professional
forum where we could validate ourselves for doing great things with
our students’ learning.” Over time, Elizabeth strengthened her net-
working abilities and eventually built an extensive and regenerating
professional network. She became adept at working with like-minded
colleagues within her school. These teachers “figured their worlds”
much in the same way Elizabeth looked to colleagues for emotional
support, ideas on improving her teaching, and resources. Moreover, as
a group this professional community worked together to reshape and
refigure the world of the school, highlighting the reciprocal and itera-
tive exchanges, systems-learning, and organization capacity building
within what Gallucci (2008) refers to as the “Vygotsky Space.” Draw-
ing from sociocultural theory, Gallucci contends that analyzing ex-
changes within the Vygotsky Space allows researchers to acknowledge



BARNATT ET AL. IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 31 (2017) 31

the ways in which “individual development contributes to collective
(cultural) change” (p. 548). In other words, by contributing to the
professional communities within the school, Elizabeth’s collaborative
capacity simultaneously reshaped both her individual figuring of the
school, and the school community in toto.

Elizabeth’s commitment to building relationships is consistent with
the assertion by Urrieta, Martin, and Robinson (2011) that “[i]n fig-
ured worlds people learn to recognize each other as actors, sometimes
with strong emotional attachments, where certain outcomes are val-
ued over others, and where acts have more significance over others”
(p. 494). In this case, Elizabeth worked to collaborate with those com-
mitted to providing exemplary learning opportunities for students.

Similarly, Riley’s first job provided many opportunities to collabo-
rate with colleagues, of which she took full advantage. Aware that hav-
ing a strong network was a key to professional growth, Riley reached
out for help and asked questions to guide her with instructional and
student-related decisions. In an interview, her principal spoke about
Riley’s commitment to professional collaboration as a means to pro-
mote her ongoing learning and growth:

[Riley] spent a good deal of the summer coming in and
[working] with her colleagues ... She’s probably the first one
to come in to ask for help, which I think is great ... [S]he
learns from other people, yet, she also will make things her
own. She’s incredibly dedicated.

The highly regarded school matched Riley’s expectations about
teaching where a genuinely supportive learning environment balanced
high standards and demands for teachers and students alike. Teachers
were expected to know their students as learners and individuals, and
challenged to continually deepen their practice through collaborative
efforts representing an example of collective knowledge and practice
emerging from “in between” actors (as cited in Spillane et al., 2001,
p- 25). In this context, she devoted considerable time and effort to her
ongoing professional growth and her students’ wellbeing, during her
3-year tenure at this school.

Perhaps what is more telling, however, are outcomes when oppor-
tunities for collaboration and networking were lacking. Lola and Riley
each experienced the realization that without a rich and supportive
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network of professional colleagues in their work world, their lives
as teachers were simply not as rich. In Lola’s case, she moved from
her first year as a teacher in a northeastern school where the build-
ing leader provided ample opportunities for networking and collab-
oration. He worked hard with the young and energetic faculty at the
school to address school-wide behavior problems. He solicited his
faculty suggestions and feedback ahead of implementing a coherent,
school-wide system of student management. He made regular class-
room visits and provided thoughtful and substantive feedback to Lola.
His leadership style created a culture of networking and collaboration
within the school and this culture permeated to faculty. Lola talked
at length about the importance of creating professional ties, drawing
both strength and ideas from professional networks, and the criti-
cal aspect of collegiality to the well-being of a school. It is significant
to note, however, that this was not sufficient in and of itself for Lola
to remain in this position. As noted above, her struggle to be an ef-
fective White teacher in multicultural classrooms overshadowed this
positive support.

However, Lola and Riley were shocked to move from a culture of
collaboration and networking to school cultures, which they referred
to as “unprofessional,” “insulting,” “toxic,” “racist,” and “hierarchical.”
For these teachers, the marked contradiction between teaching set-
tings was dehumanizing and demoralizing. Both teachers felt stripped
of their fledgling sense of agency and professionalism. Although torn
by a growing commitment to the children in their schools, these teach-
ers felt stifled, untrusted, and to some extent ignored in this de-pro-
fessionalized atmosphere. Lola and Riley decided within a year to leave
their respective schools. For Lola, her third school environment was
one that did offer professional connections to colleagues through com-
mon planning and committee work, as well as networking and pro-
fessional development opportunities outside of the school setting. In
Riley’s case, however, there would be no immediate or foreseeable re-
turn to classroom teaching.

Finally, Elsie is notable for remaining on the periphery of the school
community, lacking support from peers or administration and unable
to mediate a network of personal or professional connections from
a position of weak social skills. She recognized her isolation saying,
“a lot of the time I feel like I’'m alone ... and that’s frustrating.” Her
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mentor, in turn, ignored these difficulties instead explaining, “I'd say
she was prepared, but it’s the personality of a new teacher with a class
... Sometimes it just depends on the person; how they interact. And I
think that’s where the big difficulty came in.” Elsie stayed at the mar-
gins of the figured world, and did not seek to develop collaborative in-
teractions inside or outside the school. Administration and colleagues
took note of the devolving classroom experience without interceding.
This stalemate resulted in a negative learning environment for stu-
dents and the novice teacher, ending with the eventual removal of El-
sie from the community.

Implications

The experiences of these four teachers suggest that the manner in
which they are able to figure and refigure themselves into the ever-
evolving teaching world, and the interactions and responses enacted
by the figured worlds they experienced, were closely connected to
teachers’ career trajectories. Each teacher’s career path was a com-
plicated amalgam of factors that had unique significance to the indi-
vidual and could not be simplified or generalized to singular aspects
as context, autonomy, school characteristics, and so forth. Successful
teachers have very different approaches and strategies to figure them-
selves with and into the complex world of teaching. Furthermore, it is
not a matter of either figuring oneself into a world of teaching (a par-
ticular teaching context) or figuring the teaching world (addressing
standards and expectations of the profession) but the ability to simul-
taneously address and make continuous adjustments to both threads
to be an effective teacher. Recognizing this complexity, it is necessary
to anticipate and provide support for the inevitable disequilibrium
new teachers experience. To that end, we outline three implications
of our study for teacher preparation, school administrators, and the
broader world of education policy.

First, in teacher preparation, before the onset of the teaching ca-
reer, it would benefit teacher candidates to explicitly address how
each school is a unique teaching world to be understood and negoti-
ated, how their work impacts the context of the school, and how cul-
ture shapes one’s experiences as a teacher. Many programs currently
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ask teacher candidates to consider and reflect on the development of
classroom environment, student demographics, and community char-
acteristics with a focus on the impact of a positive learning environ-
ment for pupil outcomes. However, there is benefit in considering
these characteristics explicitly in light of teacher experience, particu-
larly as they might influence the early years of learning to teach. There
is evidence that individuals (in this case, teachers) differ in their tol-
erance for disequilibrium that requires such intentional consideration
(Fecho et al., 2005). For example, this was the case for Elizabeth who
addressed her difficulties, in contrast to Elsie who became paralyzed
by challenges. Anticipating such tension and considering one’s own
ability to be flexible and resilient provides the opportunity to judge
compatible work environments and how best to approach challenging
conditions. Similarly, analyzing school structure and environment in
terms of philosophy, protocols, administrative style, and teacher au-
tonomy, including the schools’ responsiveness and treatment of teach-
ers as professionals—factors that may cause significant disequilibrium
in the teaching world—would allow for acknowledgment of the ten-
sion, learning opportunities, and informed decisions made in the face
of disequilibrium.

The goal for teacher preparation is to provide a foundation for per-
sistence despite challenges, potential setbacks, or failure. Further-
more, awareness of how context, social interactions, and agency in-
fluence growth, assist in appropriately addressing challenges, and
making thoughtful choices that further (rather than hinder) profes-
sional growth keep novice teachers in classrooms and avoid costly
moves from school to school, or away from education through choice
or failure. These changes may increase pre-service and novice teach-
ers’ accurate understanding of their own expectations, prompt ac-
tion and innovation in responding to differences between their own
capacities and work expectations, and prevent the emotional burn-
out that comes with recognition that expectations were unrealized or
unrealistic.

It is clear from these cases, however, that teacher preparation alone
cannot fully ready the novice teacher for navigating a particular insti-
tution in which they find employment. While the preparation program
may begin the work of learning to address disequilibrium, it is within
a particular context and in the act of teaching that one determines



BARNATT ET AL. IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 31 (2017) 35

when it is best to bend in the wind, stand strong in a storm—or in
one way or another—move out of the tempest. A second implication
of this study, then, is that principals and administrators are critical
to setting tone and expectations, as well as determining the level of
support provided (Boyd et al., 2011; Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004). How-
ever, principals are not currently necessarily an integral part of induc-
tion and mentoring programs that initiate the novice teacher to the
school environment (Spillane et al., 2001; Wood, 2005). Yet, within
the new teacher evaluation systems being implemented around the
country, the principal’s role as instructional leader and evaluator of
teacher effectiveness is increasing. Because teachers frequently cite a
perceived lack of administrative support as a key factor in decisions
to leave schools and the profession (Ingersoll & Kralik, 2004; Ladd,
2011; Richards, 2007, V. Robinson, 2007), a more connected adminis-
tration and teaching staff, inspired by these new systems, could pro-
vide principals with increased opportunities to meaningfully interact
with, support, and ultimately retain high-quality educators. Teacher
attrition has significant financial costs not only in lost training and re-
hiring expenses but also in terms of developing and maintaining “or-
ganizational stability, coherence, and morale throughout the institu-
tion” (Smith & Ingersoll, 2004, p. 686). In addition to administrative
support aimed at curbing attrition, mentoring support and ongoing
professional development should be intentionally differentiated for
new teachers to address varying needs (D’Souza, 2014). Such support
would stand in contrast to support needed for established, veteran ed-
ucators who negotiate the figured world of our profession, one that is
in constant flux and reform. All teachers, however, rely on adminis-
trative commitment and involvement to develop a productive, profes-
sional environment that understands the challenges of guiding teach-
ers through their career trajectory.

Our final implication connects the school experience to broader
policy issues. Fecho et al. (2005) refer to “externally imposed wobble
of reform” that poses challenges to all schools and teachers. Educa-
tion reforms and mandates that attempt to simplify and manage all
elements of education—from what a student should look like and how
teachers should teach—are detrimental to the process of teachers fig-
uring themselves into the world of teaching, in ignoring the complex-
ity and impossibility of such micro-management. Furthermore, while
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the focus of this study is on the experience of novice teachers, there
is evidence that veteran teachers are leaving at a similar rate as nov-
ice teachers (Jacob et al., 2012), an indicator perhaps of the growing
inability, or unwillingness to negotiate the disequilibrium from the
multiple layers of imposed reforms that resonate through a school and
classroom. Indeed, Jacob et al. (2012) refer to the “irreplaceables” as
high performing teachers (both novice and veterans) lost to the edu-
cation profession who might have been retained through attention to
regular feedback and development, recognition of accomplishments
and performance, opportunities for responsibility and advancement,
and availability of resources. Implementation of these strategies, how-
ever, would require a major shift in priorities that currently exist.
For instance, new teacher evaluation systems are seeking to meet the
needs of teachers as described above (e.g., regular feedback and de-
velopment, recognition of accomplishments and performance), though
it is yet to be seen whether the well-intentioned goals are likely to be
met as they are currently being implemented. Thorius and Scribner
(2013) note that in an age of constant educational reform, schools
have “underinvested” (p. 135) in preparing teachers for change and
the complex practice of teaching, ignoring “cognitive, emotional, and
dispositional dimensions . . . necessary for systemic improvement” (p.
135), which are highlighted in this study as critical factors in the pro-
cess of learning to teach in a figured world.

Numerous theorists have recognized the critical role social and pro-
fessional capital play in the development of positive, effective work-
ing environments in schools (Baker-Doyle, 2011; Dika & Singh, 2002;
Gallucci, 2008; Maier & Youngs, 2009; Penuel, Riel, Krause, & Frank,
2009; Putnam, 2001, 2015; Qian et al., 2013; Spillane et al., 2001).
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) call for a change in perspective at a na-
tional level. They describe school environments in which professional
capital—integration of individual talent (teachers) and collaborative
social culture (the school)—is the currency of effective teaching. Pro-
fessional capital is, however, dependent on long-term, ongoing sys-
tematic investment into students and teachers. They note,

Consider what happens when a talented individual en-
ters a school low on social capital. Although it is possible
to make a difference through heroic effort, eventually the



BARNATT ET AL. IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY 31 (2017) 37

overwhelming likelihood is that the person will leave or burn
out in the process . . . Now consider the reverse: A teacher
who is low on human capital and has poor initial confidence
or undeveloped skills enters a highly collaborative school.
Chances are high that this teacher will be socialized into
greater teamwork and receive the assistance, support, ideas,
and feedback to help him or her improve. (p. 4)

Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) assert that although achievement and
evidence are indeed important educational outcomes,

The view that what schools should be about are performance,
scores and results to excess has lost sight of all the other
things that characterize teaching, that teachers bring to their
work, and that keep them and their children motivated. (pp.
10-11)

Alternatively, true professional expertise can be honed to the ben-
efit of students, and in support of retention of teachers, in a system
where both the complexity of teaching and ongoing disequilibrium
are acknowledged.

Conclusion

In our current reform era with sweeping changes and major initiatives
being implemented, the existing retention issues in the teaching pro-
fession are likely to become more complicated and require even more
nuanced understandings to meaningfully support and retain high-
quality teachers. This research suggests that simple policy solutions
focusing on one aspect of teaching or retention are unlikely to be com-
prehensive and powerful enough to truly impact how teachers figure
the world of teaching and in turn, figure themselves into that world
to be effective educators. For teachers to be successfully recruited and
retained, they need to be prepared for the disequilibrium of learning
to teach, and to work in an environment where they can find the skills
and resources to overcome dissonance, as well as learn from it. Policy
makers, administrators, and teacher educators must also understand
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the nature of this disequilibrium to help construct and sustain a world
of teaching where high-quality teachers can thrive.

Analogous to Spillane et al’s (2001) contention that leadership de-
cisions are “stretched over multiple actors, materials and contexts,”
teachers’ decisions to stay or leave must be similarly construed as
stretched over these multiple actors and contexts. Rather than en-
acted by a single individual responding to a static situation, teach-
ers’ career decisions reflect the exchange of interpretations between
actors and within a context. This suggests that it is long past time to
abandon the notion of the silver bullet—or singular variables—that
will stem attrition from schools and prevent teachers from leaving. In
contrast, education stakeholders must design and enact policies that
acknowledge the complex interplay between novice teachers and the
contexts of schools.

Working from this lens forces education researchers to rebuff edu-
cation policies that treat teachers and their career decisions as sepa-
rate, personal, or private decisions that happen in a vacuum without
the continuous interaction of the school stage. For example, value-
added policies that treat teachers as the single lever acting in a vac-
uum on student achievement must be reexamined. Healthy poli-
cies would recognize the iterative exchange between teachers and
the worlds in which they work. In that vein, it is clear that student
achievement data on high stakes tests are not outcomes of specific
classroom teachers. Rather, they are outcome measures reflective of
the entire school community including students, teachers, parents, and
distributed leaders such as mentors, coaches, curriculum leaders, and
top administration, as well as societal issues such as poverty and im-
migration, for example. Similarly, education policies must foster the
understanding that teacher development includes advancing teach-
ers’ agency, and highlighting the key role of administration in foster-
ing and cultivating teacher professionalism and voice (Harley, 20009).

Education policy might acknowledge that teachers are not their
value-added score but complex and learning actors on a complex and
evolving stage. These types of policy frameworks acknowledge the
simple fact that teachers’ career decisions are not reflective of a pri-
vate and individual decision but rather reflect a confluence of factors
that call the actions of many agents into investigation.
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