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This dissertation investigates the quality teaching practices of three third grade 

teachers within the context of high-stakes testing.  Chapter 1 introduces my research 

question and important terms, such as quality teaching, standardized testing and success. 

Chapter 2 synthesizes relevant literature in the area of quality teaching and standards 

based accountability. The literature review seeks to highlight the significant attention 

paid to outcomes based education and, the lack of emphasis given to quality teaching in 

such contexts.  Chapter 3 forwards the specific conceptual framework for this study while 

detailing the methodology that guided this investigation including data gathering and 

analysis.  Chapters 4 and 5 present the findings from this research. Chapter 4 examines 

the quality teaching practices demonstrated by these teachers and found in the literature 

and chapter 5 presents notions of success and the unique ways that each teacher enacted 

quality teaching practices in his/her classroom.  I highlight the specific way each teacher 

facilitated students’ success and discuss the various ways that each teacher conceived of 
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success, both within and outside the context of standardized testing. 

Chapter 6 draws comparison between the three teachers involved in the study 

highlighting overarching themes present in the ways they defined and created successful 

learning environments for students. This dissertation concludes with a discussion of 

implication for teachers, teacher educators and other stakeholders and, suggestions for 

future research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

As a novice teacher, I entered the classroom filled with many hopes and dreams 

for the children I would teach. I also came filled with questions and uncertainties about 

how to effectively teach them the skills they would need to be successful.  I wondered 

then and wonder still what it means for students to be successful in the classroom.  I fear 

that recent accountability measures and high-stakes tests, especially for young children, 

have narrowed our understanding of teaching, learning and what it means for children to 

be successful.  

I struggle to offer a definition of success, some standardized way to know if 

teachers and students have been successful in their work together. Ultimately, in Texas, 

for students, success means passing a test or being retained. A single test score is an 

inadequate measure of success (Au, 2007; Valenzuela, 2005).  While it cannot be 

ignored, teachers, students and parents must find and enable success that goes beyond 

this one score. My experiences as teacher and as a graduate student have led me to 

believe that teachers cannot and should not ignore preparing students to succeed in the 

narrow standardized way defined by policymakers, but each child is unique and needs to 

experience success on a daily basis at a personal level. This dissertation looks at teachers 

who helped students find and achieve their own successes, while helping them fit the 

standardized definition of success as well.   
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THE CONTEXT 

In the past ten years, significant changes have been made to the demands made of 

third grade students and their teachers.  For students in Texas, the stakes attached to  

success on standardized tests have increased and they must pass this high-stakes test or be 

retained.  As the pressure for students increase so to does the pressure for teachers to 

practice “educational triage”, a term introduced by Gillborn and Youdell (2000) to 

describe the rationing of educational resources away from some students to the students 

most likely to help school accountability ratings.  Booher-Jennings (2005) noted this 

phenomenon in her work in an urban elementary school in Texas, with students as young 

as eight years old.  Young children were written off by school personnel deemed “lost 

causes” (p. 241) and resources for their development diverted to “bubble kids” (p. 233), 

those children who had a better chance of passing the state’s high-stakes test. These 

children were provided with extra instruction, a reading specialist, eligibility for after-

school tutorial and the incentive of a pizza party if/when they passed the test (Booher-

Jennings, 2005).  

This change in the landscape of public education in the United States has been 

afoot since the mid-1980s. Policymakers at all levels of government have put reforms in 

place that center on improving student performance and increasing school accountability.  

In doing so, they have defined performance primarily through students’ scores on 

standardized tests that measure a specific, narrow set of academic skills.  This emphasis 

on students’ test scores has altered teachers’ practices in the classroom.  Researchers 

argue that teachers are simply teaching to the test (Nichols & Berliner, 2007). This 

narrowed vision of teaching for test performance stands in stark contrast to the long 
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history of the profession. Dewey (1938) argued that teachers must have “sympathetic 

understanding of individuals as individuals which gives [them] understanding of what is 

going on in the minds of those who are learning” (p. 39).  Eisner (1985) describes the 

practice of teaching as artistry. Greene views teaching as “the cultivation of multiple 

ways of seeing and multiple dialogues in a world where nothing stays the same” (1992, p. 

16), and Noddings states teaching is “working together [with students] which produces 

joy in the relation and increasing competence in the [student]” (1984/2003 p. 178). Thus, 

there is a conflict for teachers.  How do they help students to perform well on 

standardized tests and at the same time create a learning experience anchored in what 

these teachers know to be best for the children they teach? 

THIS STUDY 

Standards-based accountability reforms have profoundly impacted the present 

context for teaching and learning. In the current climate it can be easy to lose sight of 

achievements that are difficult to measure.  In this dissertation, I seek to understand how 

teachers who have been identified by their peers and administrators as successful 

teachers, facilitate student success. These successes go beyond the easily quantified high-

stakes tests and access the rich history of the profession, tap into students’ personal 

histories and address their multiple ways of learning so that they gain a deeper 

understanding of the information being presented to them and experience unique 

successes.   

Because teaching is complex and contextually bound, a social constructivist 

paradigm frames this study. The social constructivist approach “focuses attention on the 
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meanings constructed in interactions of people in a setting” (Graue, 1993 p. 20). Using a 

qualitative approach, I sought to learn about and understand the world of teaching from 

the point of view of those who live it and are successful within the bounds of high-stakes 

testing.  Understanding the context was particularly important for this research because 

standards-based reform and high-stakes accountability policies have had such a 

significant effect on the context of teaching and learning for those in the classroom 

(Booher-Jennings, 2005). Through the social constructivist frame, I was able to examine 

the teachers’ actions and the socially and historically context constructed by the teachers, 

students and other stakeholders (Mehan, 1980). While policymakers’ reforms are 

standardized, how they are responded to and/or enacted is dependent on the actual 

classroom environment, the teacher, and the student. As such, no two cases are exactly 

alike.   

Using Fenstermacher & Richardson’s (2005) work, I define the teaching enacted 

by the teachers in this research as quality teaching.  In their research, Fenstermacher & 

Richardson (2005) define quality teaching as having both a task sense (the art of 

teaching) and an achievement sense (the student learning the teacher fosters). The task 

sense of teaching when done well is termed good teaching, and the achievement sense of 

teaching when accomplished is termed successful teaching. When the two occur together, 

quality teaching happens.  Fenstermacher and Richardson, like Dewey (1938), suggest 

that not all learning is beneficial for children.  Dewey asks, “How many [children] have 

acquired special skills by means of automatic drill so that their power of judgment and 

capacity to act intelligently in new situations was limited? ” (p. 27). While the acquisition 

of a new skill by means of autonomic drill can be considered successful teaching, it 
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cannot be considered good teaching.   It is this very dilemma that drives much of the 

current research of standards-based reforms and teaching.  While many teachers have 

helped students acquire skills necessary to pass a high-stakes test, some have done this 

while using strategies that honor best practices, meet the needs of individual children and 

facilitate a different, less quantified kind of success.  The teachers and their quality 

practices are the focus of this dissertation. 

I selected third grade for two significant reasons. In Texas, where this research 

took place, students are required for the first time to pass a standardized test on what the 

state terms “essential knowledge and skills” in reading and math to be promoted to the 

fourth grade.  In addition, while generally framed as being a part of elementary school 

rather than early childhood education, third grade is included in the NAEYC 

recommendations concerning best practices for those working with young children 

(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  These two factors (high-stakes tests and eight year-old 

children) make third grade an important transition time for students and teachers.  While 

developmentally appropriate practices have been recommended for children in third 

grade, teachers often feel compelled to use didactic teaching methods in an effort to 

improve test scores. Unfortunately, third grade students, though viewed as young children 

by professional teaching organizations such as NAEYC, must take mandated, 

standardized, high-stakes tests. In addition, much research emphasizes the need to 

understand and close the achievement gap between minority students and their non-

minority peers (McNeil, Coppola, Radigan & Vasquez-Heilig, 2008). For this reason, 

research focused on third grade teachers in an urban district working with diverse groups 

of students, facing the demands of high-stakes accountability policies, who facilitate 
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success for all students by motivating and creating learner centered environments is 

paramount.   This research will provide a more thorough understanding of how teachers 

negotiate the demands of high-stakes testing and align their practices with the needs of 

their students and the profession’s rich history.    

THIS DISSERTATION 

In this dissertation, I present results from a study that investigated the ways in 

which third grade teachers in high-stakes learning environments facilitated academic 

success for students and also examined the other types of success experienced by students 

in these classrooms.  The research questions that guided my study were: 

• How do third grade teachers in a high-stakes learning environment 

implement quality teaching practices that equip students with the 

knowledge and skills to pass the state mandated Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) test?   

• Beyond success on the TAKS test, what other goals for students do 

teachers who provide quality instruction have, and how do they facilitate 

those goals?  

In the following chapter, I present the relevant literature in the areas of quality 

teaching and the high-stakes accountability movement that guided my research and my 

analysis. This literature review highlights the emphasis by stakeholders and researchers 

on the outcome of student success on high-stakes accountability measures and the lack of 

emphasis given to quality instruction taking place in classrooms.  Within this review, the 
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concept of the quality teaching is explored and the framework for my investigation of the 

practices of third grade teachers in high-stakes learning contexts is presented. 

After examining the literature, I turn to the methodology that directed this 

investigation, which includes my conceptual understanding of the research process.  

Along with presenting my methods of investigation, I provide biographical information 

about the teachers I studied, and demographic information on the city, school district, and 

elementary schools where the teachers worked is given.  

I then present my findings by providing examples of the quality teaching practices 

the teachers I researched implemented and the particular ways each teacher facilitated 

successes for the students in his/her classroom. In discussing these findings, I identify 

unique themes present in each teacher’s practices.  In examining their teaching 

philosophies and practices, I articulate the ways in which they facilitated successes for 

themselves and their students. 

The final chapter presents the overarching themes of quality teaching found in all 

three classrooms and a discussion of what this dissertation offers to various stakeholders 

in the education community. Finally, I offer suggestions with respect to future research 

and the specific implications of this study.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter 2: Review of Relevant Literature 

Understanding the reality of classroom life for teachers who provide quality 

instruction in high-stakes learning environments requires knowledge of both the context 

in which they work and the standards to which they aspire.  Therefore, this review begins 

with an examination of the research on standards-based accountability reform and how it 

affects teaching and learning, and then, looks at the research on quality teaching.   

I begin this chapter by outlining current and historic education reform at the 

national level, providing a brief history of standards-based accountability and high-stakes 

testing, and offering evidence of how these measures impact teaching and learning.  

Furthermore, I examine the studies that explore accountability policies and their effects at 

the state level in Texas. To understand the practices of successful teachers, I conclude 

with an examination of the literature on quality teaching and instructional practices in the 

classroom. These studies include the various ways that good and successful teaching have 

been defined and applied to teachers as well as recommendations for implementing these 

practices with specific groups of students. This literature provides the framework for 

understanding the practices of the participants in this research and the context in which 

they were working.  

CURRENT STANDARDS BASED REFORMS AND HIGH-STAKES TESTING 

Policymakers have implemented standards-based education reforms in an effort to 

ensure high quality education for all students. While closing the achievement gap is a 
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laudable goal, O’Day (2002) notes that current accountability measures are outcome 

based and focus accountability at the school level. She asserts that measures of this nature 

fail to recognize multiple, complex issues facing public schools noting, “The school is the 

unit of intervention, yet the individual is the unit of action” (p. 294).  She emphasizes the 

importance of teacher motivation and questions the ability of current accountability 

measures to “mobilize change among individuals” (p. 296).  She further notes that the 

new accountability movement has imposed external control in an attempt to influence 

internal operations, adding that “rules decreed from on high often have little impact, 

especially when it comes to teaching and learning” (p. 300).   

The “outcome-based bureaucratic accountability” (p. 293), that O’Day (2002) 

examined and is exemplified by the current federal mandate. The reauthorization of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2002, popularly known as No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB), is just the most recent attempt to ameliorate the educational crisis. 

NCLB intensifies the previous Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) 

policy by creating strict performance measures for all students that could lead to 

punishment and public shame for teachers, schools, districts and states (McNeil, et al., 

2008). The high-stakes nature of these reforms, which include stronger accountability for 

schools and standards for teacher quality, has impacted teachers (Goldstein, 2007; Rex & 

Nelson, 2004), students and families (Garcia, et al., 2006), changing the way that teachers 

implement academic content and create learning environments and altering altogether the 

ways students’ success is defined (Hilliard, 2000).  

NCLB calls for “significantly raise[d] expectations for states, local educational 

agencies and schools in that all students are expected to meet or exceed State standards in 
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reading and in math within 12 years” (United States Department of Education, 2002). 

Policymakers wanted this act to ensure that schools were held accountable for all 

students’ academic achievement, to close the achievement gap between low-income 

minority students and their white middle-class peers, and to give parents freedom to 

ensure their child’s educational opportunities.  NCLB also requires that all schools are 

staffed with “highly qualified” teachers.   

While the goals of this federal mandate are clear, states have retained control over 

the scope and nature of the accountability measures implemented to comply with the 

provisions of NCLB (Paige, 2007). In Texas, and other states, the results have been 

higher stakes for schools and for students with sanctions for failing schools and grade 

retention for failing students. Often these policies have narrowed the scope of how 

student learning is assessed to a single test score. As a result, teachers forgo working on 

long-term goals for students’ success such as preparation for participation in our 

democratic society (Dewey, 1938; O’Day, 2002; Paige, 2007) and instead push for the 

short-term goal of passing a single high-stakes test (Garcia, et al., 2006; Lipman, 2004; 

McNeil, 2000). 

NCLB has been called everything from a “deadly sin” (Houston, 2007) to 

ambitious (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). One editorial noted, “No one seems 

ambivalent where NCLB is concerned” (Butzin, 2007, p. 768). Butzin (2007) added that 

support for NCLB increased the further one was from the classroom. While most agree 

that the intent of the law is noble, the implementation has been the source of much 

debate. Rod Paige, former Secretary of education, writes, “Children [are] citizens of our 

community and not wards of the federal government. It is my responsibility as a leader to 
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see that these children receive a quality education because that is what the citizens of [our 

community] expect and because children represent the future of our community and 

state” (2006, p. 467).   Paige (2006) admonished, “Providing all students with educational 

opportunities isn’t just a federal mandate, it is “the right thing to do” (p. 466).   The 

question for teachers is not whether to do the right thing but how to do the right thing.   

Much research focuses on the negative consequences of NCLB and its provisions, 

focusing on the how poorly accountability measures have been implemented and other 

“unintended consequences” (Darling-Hammond, 2007, p. 245). Darling-Hammond 

(2007) notes 

Among these consequences are a narrowed curriculum, focused on the 
low-level skills generally reflected on high stakes tests; and strong 
incentives to exclude low-scoring students from school, so as to achieve 
test score targets. In addition, the law fails to address the pressing 
problems of unequal educational resources across schools serving wealthy 
and poor children and the shortage of well-prepared teachers in high-need 
schools (p. 245).   

ACCOUNTABILITY AND TESTING IN TEXAS 

Investigating accountability at both the state and federal level creates a somewhat 

confusing timeline. While the current educational climate in Texas is part of both a state 

and national historic climate, Texas’ accountability measures predated the federal 

mandates. According to Haney (2000) and McNeil et al. (2008), Texas has served as a 

model for standards-based accountability measures at the federal level. Haney (2000) and 

Cruse and Twing (2000), note that the landscape in Texas has changed dramatically since 

1984 when the Texas legislature passed sweeping educational reforms, implementing a 

statewide curriculum and standardized test (Texas Educational Assessment of Minimal 

Skills, TEAMS) for students in odd numbered grades. This test added high-stakes to the 
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high-school exit level test by requiring students to pass the test in order to graduate. 

These tests also marked the beginning of the publication of performance data for schools, 

which increased its high-stakes nature (Cruse & Twing, 2000). In 1990, the TEAMS test 

was replaced by the TAAS (Texas Assessment of Academic Skills) test.  This was done 

because the State Board of Education wanted the Texas Education Association (TEA) to 

implement a test that had an expanded set of content and put a greater emphasis on higher 

order taxonomy such as problem-solving skills (Cruse & Twing, 2000). The TAAS test 

was replace in 2003 by the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), which is 

the current assessment used with students in grades 3-8 and at the exit level. 

 Many researchers (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Haney, 2001; McNeil, 2000; 

Scheurich & Skrla, 2001; Valencia & Villareal, 2003; Valenzuela; 1999) have addressed 

the ways schools in Texas have changed to accommodate the high-stakes accountability 

measures implemented in Texas prior to and in conjunction with the federal No Child 

Left Behind legislation. According to lawmakers, superintendents and state and 

nationally driven reforms, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills test (TAKS) in 

reading is the sole measure for determining student success and grade promotion for 

students in third grade.  Research in Texas and elsewhere (Anagnostopoulos, 2006, 

Lipman, 2003 & Wien, 2004) has examined the ways high-stakes tests have impacted 

what teachers are doing in the classroom. Scheurich & Skrla (2000, 2001) noted positive 

outcomes of standards based reforms, but most have found negative results (Au, 2007). 

Anagnostopoulos (2006), Booher-Jennings (2005) and Gillborn &Youdell (2000) 

examined the ways that standards-based reform measures have narrowed not only the 
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goals and objectives teachers have for their students but also their willingness to help 

particular students reach these goals.  

 Booher-Jennings (2005) and Anagnostopoulos (2005) complicated the discourse by 

writing about how these policies affected not only the way teaching happens but also who 

is taught.  Their research identified students who either failed high-stakes exams or were 

considered likely to fail them in a disproportionate manner.  In a large urban school 

district in Texas, Booher-Jennings (2005) found that, “Teachers used data to facilitate 

educational triage in an effort to create the impression of, if not the reality of, 

improvement” (p. 233).  Educational triage is a term used to describe the process of 

rationing educational resources to students most likely to influence a schools 

accountability rating (Gillborn & Youdell, 2000).  If a student was a “hopeless case”, that 

is a child who was unlikely to pass the test, then his learning became secondary to the 

“bubble kids” who might, with some extra time and energy, pass the test.  Booher-

Jennings found that third grade teachers focused most of their attention on these “bubble 

kids”, diverting resources from students who either were unlikely to pass the test or were 

exempt. Anagnostopoulos’ (2005) work examined merit promotion policies at several 

urban high schools. Her findings indicated that the policy facilitated “moral boundary 

work” (p. 5) where students deemed “true demotes” (p. 5) were denied access to teaching 

resources and learning opportunities. These two cases exemplify the complicated nature 

of attempting to provide quality teaching to all students in high stakes learning 

environments.  

Teaching does not happen in a vacuum; context is a crucial variable (McNeil, 

2000). Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) noted in their examination of quality 
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teaching that good teaching, which is “teaching that accords with high standards for 

subject matter content and methods of practice” (p.189), is only one factor in student 

learning.  An environment supportive of teaching and learning is a key feature for 

teaching to be successful resulting in supportive, long-term learning. The policies 

surrounding teaching and learning have changed over the past few decades. As a result, 

the changes standards-based reforms have had on how schools function, are well 

documented, particularly in Texas (Booher-Jennings, 2005; McNeil, 2000a, 2000b; 

McNeil & Valenzuela, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999, 2000). Public school teachers from 

kindergarten (Goldstein, 2007) to high school (McNeil, 2000a) have struggled with the 

pressure to change their practices to accommodate the requirements for students’ mastery 

of academic skills as measured by the high-stakes tests that are part of these policies.  

Moreover, the practice of teachers narrowing the curriculum to focus on test preparation 

is most common in schools serving primarily children who have been traditionally 

underserved by public schools (Valenzuela, 2005).   

Scheurich and Skrla (2001) found that in some school districts serving non-

mainstream students the pressure for teachers to change their practices did however result 

in positive outcomes for students.  They identified several ways that accountability 

“operated to accomplish substantial displacement of deficit thinking by superintendents” 

(p. 238). While tests may cause teachers’ to reflect on their practices and their students’ 

success, Scheurich and Skrla (2001) did not identify the specific teaching practices that 

facilitated this success and whether or not these practices could be considered quality 

teaching. In fact, they did not explicitly examine classroom practices, relying primarily 

on data generated through interviews with district leadership highlighting changes in their 
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thinking about the students. Standards-based accountability has changed what is done in 

schools in numerous ways, but the research has left a gap.  An in-depth examination of 

how teachers continue to facilitate student successes while providing good teaching in 

accordance with history of the profession is still necessary. 

CURRENT EDUCATIONAL POLICY CONTEXT IN TEXAS  

In 2003, Texas’ public school students in grades three through eight began taking 

state policymakers’ most recent mandated high-stakes standardized test, the Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). This test was designed to measure student 

learning as well as districts’ instructional practices and their alignment with the Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) (TEA, 2001). The TAKS fulfills Texas’ 

accountability requirements for NCLB and adds the consequence of grade retention for 

third graders who did not pass the test. Students have three opportunities to pass the 

reading portion test or repeat third grade. In 2005, policymakers increased the stakes for 

these students, who had progressed to 5th grade--mandating that they pass the math 

portion as well as the reading portion of the TAKS to advance to the 6th grade.  

Valencia & Villarreal (2003) estimated that while this test was intended to “spur 

academic achievement” (p.3), it would likely have negative affects on the type and 

quality of literacy instruction and would affect minority students disproportionately. 

Although the final number of students in third grade who did not meet the minimum 

requirements in 2003 was only about three percent, 89% of those not passing were 

minorities (TEA, 2003 as cited in Valencia & Villarreal, 2003). This 2003 data also 

showed that students who did not meet minimum requirements the first time had higher 
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failure rates on the second and third attempts.  Seventeen percent of those labeled “at-

risk” (a term often used to describe children in danger of retention or dropping out) by the 

state failed the first attempt, and of those, 53% failed again failed during their second 

attempt and 35% of these failed a third time (TEA, 2003 as cited in Valencia and 

Villarreal, 2003).  This trend calls into question how teachers and other stakeholders are 

facilitating success for students whose success depends largely on the quality of teaching 

they receive.  

As the pressure to focus teaching resources on a limited number of children 

becomes more common, understanding the practices of teachers who teach all students to 

succeed on the test and in spite of limited resources and outside pressure, create 

challenging and caring environments becomes paramount. In order to understand the 

quality practices of these teachers, it is necessary to first understand and define quality 

teaching.    

QUALITY TEACHING 

Teaching is a complex endeavor (Berliner, 1994; Cochran-Smith, 2003; Dolezal, 

et al., 2003; Duffy & Hoffman, 1999; Goldstein, 2007) and testing is only one of the 

many influences on teachers and their practices. Each day teachers enter classrooms and 

attempt to love, challenge, motivate, and expand the minds of children with diverse 

backgrounds, different learning styles and a myriad of needs.  They weigh the desires of 

the individual student with the goals of the entire class and their families and policies 

from the district and the state. In order to perform such a difficult task, they must possess 

accurate content knowledge as well as appropriate pedagogical knowledge and create 
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learning environments where students can ask meaningful questions and feel free to make 

mistakes (NRC, 2000).  In addition, the teacher must consider the climate of the school, 

the expectations of the principal, the school district, the state and the expectations of the 

parents and the community.  Teaching under the best of circumstances requires a highly 

skilled professional; the challenges presented by standards-based reforms underscore the 

need to understand those who implement quality teaching practices.    

No Child Left Behind requires schools to have “highly qualified teachers” in each 

classroom if they are to receive Title I funds (Dept. of Education, 2006).  According to 

the federal government, these highly qualified teachers are those who have a bachelor’s 

degree and have been licensed by the state.  In the state of Texas, while all certified 

teachers currently in the classroom are considered “highly qualified”, new teachers must 

pass the TExES test or be denied certification.  This high-stakes test measures both 

pedagogical and content knowledge and attempts to ensure classroom proficiency for 

teaching in public schools.  

Being highly qualified and implementing quality teaching practices are two 

different teaching qualities (Garcia et al., 2006). The focus of this research is the latter. 

The research that examines quality teaching contains fundamentally different criteria that 

are based on the practices of teachers in the classroom context.  Researchers have used a 

myriad of terms to describe quality teaching and the teachers who provide this type of 

instruction including: expert (Berliner, 1994), effective (Allington & Johnston, 2000; 

Ladson-Billings, 1997), quality (Fenstermacher and Richardson, 2005; National 

Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 1996), skilled (Deboer, 2002), star 

(Haberman, 1995), exemplary (Allington & Johnston, 2000; Collinson, 1996; Goodwin, 
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2004), outstanding (Thomas & Barksdale-Ladd, 1995), influential (Ruddell, 1997) and 

successful (Sanders & Rivers, 1996).  The terms used to describe these teachers vary, but 

the research is clear; these teachers’ implemented practices with students and created 

environments that encouraged students to take risks and ask meaningful questions, while 

others did not.  

McNeil (2000a) found that while high-stakes tests perhaps indicated high levels 

of student academic success they hindered a teacher’s ability to create learner-centered 

environments where students felt cared about, were motivated and encouraged, felt 

connected to their community and were presented content which was academically 

challenging. There is a gap in the research that examines the practices of teachers who are 

able, in spite of the pressures of high-stakes tests, to create environments that facilitate 

students’ success and still utilize good teaching practices. 

 Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) highlight the complexity of teaching and the 

difficult nature of identifying quality. They asked the question, “Given the elusive and 

contested nature of quality, is there any sure way to tease out the characteristics and 

properties of quality teaching?” (p. 186). The research on quality teaching has included 

teaching practices developed through observing teachers in the classroom context, such 

as caring for students, motivating them, challenging them academically, creating learner 

centered environments, and developing connections with the community (Allington & 

Johnston, 2000; Bredekamp & Copple, 1997; Dolezal, et al., 2003; Ladson-Billings, 

1994; Noddings, 1984/2003).  Other studies have examined student academic outcomes 

such as success on a standardized test (Palmer & Stough, 2005; Sanders & Rivers, 1995; 

Scheurich, 1998).    
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 To clarify the issue of quality teaching, Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) 

differentiate “good teaching” and “successful teaching” by defining successful teaching 

as achieving the desired end of learning, which in the current context would be 

considered passing the state mandated test.  While ensuring students pass the TAKS test 

may be defined as successful teaching; good teaching requires an extended criteria such 

as caring for students and motivating them for learning, among others.  Fenstermacher 

and Richardson (2005) assert that when teachers are both good and successful, quality 

teaching occurs.  Policymakers are concerned with successful teaching, which is 

important, but it misses an integral part of teaching, which was the focus of this research. 

Good teaching is what Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) call the “task sense of 

teaching” but is perhaps better understood as the art of teaching. The type of teaching 

Eisner (1985), Noddings (1984) and Dewey (1938) illuminate. Good practices set some 

teachers apart and in conjunction with student success can be considered quality teaching.  

 For the present study, I draw from the literature on quality teaching, and contend 

that engaging in quality teaching requires: 

• Facilitating students’ success on academic endeavors (including high-

stakes tests) (Palmer & Stough, 2005; Sanders & Rivers, 1995; Scheurich, 

1998) 

• Motivating and engaging students (Block, Oakar, & Hurt, 2002; Darling-

Hammond, 2000; Dolezal, et al., 2003; Fenstermacher & Richardson, 

2005; Scheurich, 1998)  

• Challenging students academically (Block, Oakar, & Hurt, 2002; Darling-

Hammond, 2000; Dolezal, et al., 2003; Foster, Lewis & Onafowora, 2005; 
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Ladson-Billings, 1997; National Research Council, 1996, 2000; 

Scheurich, 1998)  

• Caring for students (Block, Oakar, & Hurt, 2002; Goldstein, 1997, 1998; 

NRC, 2000; Noddings, 1984,1994; Scheurich, 1998) 

• Using a variety of teaching strategies to meet students’ needs (Bredekamp 

& Copple, 1997; Darling-Hammond, 2000; Delpit, 1995; Fenstermacher 

& Richardson, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 1997; Moll & Gonzales, 1997; 

NRC, 2000) 

• Developing and maintaining connectedness to the community (Bredekamp 

& Copple, 1997; Garcia, et al., 2006; Ladson- Billings, 1997; Scheurich, 

1998) 

These six quality teaching practices can be grouped into two broad categories: 

qualities of successful teaching (teaching in the accomplishment or achievement sense) 

and qualities of good teaching (the art of teaching).  Fenstermacher & Richardson (2005) 

state, “Successful teaching is teaching that yields the intended learning”(p. 189).   They 

continue noting that, “Good teaching is teaching that comports with morally defensible 

and rationally sound principles of instructional practice” (p. 189).  Good teaching is the 

art of teaching.   

Using Fenstermacher and Richardson’s (2005) concepts of successful and good 

teaching, I contend that helping students pass the TAKS test is successful teaching and 

implementing the practices outlined above is good teaching.  In exploring the broader 

categories of good teaching and successful teaching, a gap in the literature becomes 

apparent.  Research examining good teaching rarely uses high-stakes tests to measure 
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success.  While research focused on successful teaching by examining the effects of high-

stakes testing, focuses on the negative impacts on teaching and/or ignores the classroom 

environment entirely.  In this study, I examine quality teaching, that is, successful 

teaching that produced student success on the high-stakes TAKS test, and good teaching 

where teachers care for students and aspire to motivate and engage them by meeting their 

needs both academically and otherwise.  

Successful teaching: Necessary but incomplete  

 “Successful teaching is teaching that yields the intended learning” (Fenstermacher 

and Richardson, 2005, p. 189). This aspect of teaching exclusively examines outcomes. 

While drilling students to pass a single high-stakes test, or withholding resources from 

students who don’t affect a school’s accountability rating (Booher-Jennings, 2005), could 

be considered successful teaching, it would not be considered good teaching.  As 

Fenstermacher & Richardson (2005) state:  

Quality teaching is often presumed to be simply successful teaching, 
wherein the learner learns what the teacher teaches. Yet we have seen that 
when successful teaching is disconnected from good teaching, the results 
are seldom favorable for either the student or the subject matter under 
study. When quality teaching is understood as an integration of both good 
and successful teaching, it quickly becomes apparent that more than good 
teaching is required to realize the goal of quality in teaching (p. 192).  
 

Thus, successful teaching is a necessary but an incomplete element of quality teaching. 

While many qualitative researchers have explored different aspects of good 

teaching, the research on successful teaching has not been examined with the same depth. 

Often this research noted only the statistics relating to the standardized-test scores of 

students with no mention of the teachers’ and students’ experiences or the practices in the 
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classroom. Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) suggest including student performance 

as one criterion for quality teaching. However, utilizing testing as the sole form of 

assessing the quality of teaching is an insufficient measure.  

Allington and Johnston (2000) and Duffy and Hoffman (1999) found, “teaching 

practice can, of course, translate into more or less student achievement” (p. 3).  They 

found examining teachers’ practices was more useful than trying to identify a single 

educational program, specifically when “dramatically superior student achievement” had 

been identified.   According to these researchers, it was the practices of the teacher that 

made the difference in successful teaching. Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) assert 

that teaching is only successful if student learning takes place.  Scheurich (1998) used 

improved scores on Texas’ standards-based accountability measure (TAAS) as the 

primary determining factor in selecting schools for his study. But as Fenstermacher and 

Richardson (2005) point out, successful teaching and good teaching are two distinct 

endeavors.   When students perform effectively the teaching is deemed successful. “Thus 

teaching a child to kill another with a single blow may be successful teaching, it is not 

good teaching. Teaching a child to read with understanding, in a manner that is 

considerate and age appropriate, may fail to yield success (a child who reads with 

understanding), but the teaching may accurately be described as good teaching” (p .189). 

In the next section, I address the issue of good teaching. 

Good teaching:  the art of teaching 

 Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) call “teaching that accords with high 

standards for subject matter content and methods of practice good teaching” (p. 189).   
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Numerous individuals have defined good teaching in numerous ways, 

 At the end of the day, good teaching is about having fun, experiencing 
pleasure and intrinsic rewards like locking eyes with a student in the back 
row and seeing the synapses and neurons connecting, thoughts being 
formed, the person becoming better, and a smile cracking across a face as 
learning all of a sudden happens (Leblanc, 1998, p 2).    

 
In defining good teaching (that is the part of quality teaching this is the primary 

responsibility of the teacher) I have drawn from the literature and include several 

characteristics previously noted to bring together a rich and varied conception of good 

teaching.   I now discuss each in turn. 

Motivating and engaging  

Good teaching requires teachers to motivate and engage their students. Motivating 

and engaging students can be accomplished in a myriad of ways.  Dolezal, Welsh, 

Pressley & Vincent  (2003) observed nine third grade teachers finding two who engaged 

and motivated students to a high level, facilitating their academic achievement.  The 

highly engaging teachers maintained a higher percentage of  “on-task” behavior. They 

assigned tasks that engaged students and were both academically demanding and fun. 

Students were enthusiastic and excited about what they were learning in these 

classrooms.  While all the teachers in the study had similar experience, education and 

student populations, the contrast between the practices of teachers termed “low-

engaging” and those who were “highly engaging” was clear.   

Dolezal et al. (2003) observed 43 categories of behavior they expected to support 

motivation and 17 that might undermine motivation. The practices of teachers who 

consistently motivated students included setting clear and high expectations for students, 
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holding students accountable for their own learning, and clearly explaining rationale for 

activities. These teachers drew connections across the curriculum and used concrete 

activities. They encouraged and praised students for both academic and social successes. 

They encouraged independence, risk taking and creative thinking.  In general these 

teachers used techniques for classroom management that were positive and 

communicated clearly their expectations. Good teaching practices included teachers 

having fun and joking with students (Dolezal et al, 2003) and showing enthusiasm about 

teaching and learning (Allington & Johnston, 2000; Darling-Hammond, 2000).   

In an analysis of the research concerning exemplary practices in teaching, 

Allington & Johnston (2002) found that good teaching included motivating students, 

challenging and involving them and using primarily internal motivation.  These teachers 

were also shown to “have enormous positive influence on [student] development” 

(Ruddell, 1997 as cited in Allington & Johnston, 2000 p. 5) on their former students.  

Block, Oakar, & Hurt  (2002) surveyed hundreds of literacy teachers, supervisors and 

researchers to develop a list of characteristics important for effective literacy teaching in 

preschool through fifth grade and found motivation to be among the most important 

qualities of exemplary teachers in all grade levels.  These practices included using songs, 

stories and acting to “reignite interest in literacy” (p. 188, Kindergarten), “introducing so 

many new genres that students fell in love with a specific book” (p. 188, 3rd grade), 

praising students efforts as they moved toward goals and used motivation to help students 

overcome difficult academic tasks. Third grade teachers in particular “enjoyed motivating 

students into literacy” (p.191) and took daily actions to transfer students from external to 

internal motivation.   
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In his research with HIPASS schools, Scheurich (1998) found teachers and 

principals who set high expectations for students and were responsible for motivating and 

encouraging students towards achieving these expectations.  Fenstermacher & 

Richardson (2005) highlighted the learner in their definition of motivation, “The students 

are ‘with’ the teacher. They are engaged, motivated, following, excited, connected” (p. 

194). They emphasized that teachers were not motivational unless students were indeed 

motivated and engaged with the teacher.  

Rex and Nelson (2004) examined the struggles faced by teachers to motivate and 

engage students when confronted with the mandates of high-stakes accountability. They 

found that even teachers who “believed [high-stakes] tests measured important skills” (p. 

1288) had difficulty implementing district mandated practices designed to improve test 

scores when the policies contradicted the teachers’ understanding of how to best motivate 

and engage students with academic content. Thus, motivating and engaging students are 

important aspects of good teaching. 

Challenging academically 

 Those who practice good teaching challenge students academically. Teachers who 

provided work that was academically challenging, understood that students were not 

motivated by work that was too difficult or too simple (Dolezal, et al., 2003).  Offering 

work that challenged students academically required teachers to plan lessons thoroughly 

and carefully and to consider pacing (Dolezal, et al, 2003). Foster, Lewis and Onafowora 

(2005) examined master teachers who had been nominated by the school and district 

personnel as providing good teaching for the minority students with whom they work.  
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These teachers worked with urban students in an after-school program designed to 

facilitate success for both underachieving students and novice teachers. They found that a 

key aspect of good teaching was setting high expectations for students’ academic 

achievement and challenging them to reach their goals. Challenging academic 

environments are those where knowledge is viewed critically and teachers and students 

share insights and new learning (Ladson-Billings, 1997).  

Those who implemented good teaching practices were passionate about the 

content they taught and they inspired students. Rather than expecting students to possess 

pre-requisite skills they helped students develop them and at the same time valued the 

knowledge students brought to the classroom (Ladson-Billings, 1997). “Expert teachers 

are [also] sensitive to those aspects of the discipline are especially hard for new students 

to master” (NRC, 2000, p. 155). These teachers used “sophisticated vocabulary”, 

developed the curriculum with their students and encouraged students to challenge 

assumptions raising new and authentic topics of inquiry.  They embraced the complexity 

of topics, challenged student to examine multiple perspectives and debate the available 

evidence (NRC, 2000). Ladson-Billings (1997) pointed out that teachers have a “great 

deal of power in determining the official curriculum” (p. 80); these teachers used it 

wisely to challenge students.   

When teachers make curricular choices they are better able to challenge the 

unique students in their classrooms.  Booher-Jennings (2005) and McNeil (2000) found 

high-stakes tests limited teachers’ ability to make curricular choices.  Regardless of 

limitations, good teaching includes working to provide challenging academic content to 

students. 
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Using a variety of teaching strategies to meet students needs 

 Good teaching involves using various teaching strategies to meet the diverse 

needs of diverse students.  Such strategies include but are not limited to developmentally 

appropriate practices (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) and culturally relevant teaching 

practices (Ladson-Billings, 1997).  Working with different groups of students requires 

teachers to use strategies which are best suited to the children they teach. Those teaching 

young children provide developmentally appropriate instruction (Bredekamp & Copple, 

1997), which meets the unique needs of young students.  Ladson-Billings (1997) used the 

term “culturally relevant teaching” (p. 17) to refer to practices of teachers that met the 

needs of their primarily African-American students. Recent research on learning (NRC, 

2000) found “diagnostic teaching” (p. 134), that is, teaching that started with the child’s 

knowledge and created a “learner-centered” environment promoted student learning. 

Environments that were learner-centered respected students’ home language and culture, 

and value student talk (NRC, 2000). Scheurich (1998) wrote of schools having “an open, 

even aggressive, willingness to alter any aspect of schooling for the purposes of [helping 

students succeed]” (p.462).  Teachers in these schools were encouraged to take risks in 

their practice and engage in “practitioner-oriented inquiry” (p. 472). Here students’ home 

language and culture were valued and positively integrated into teaching and learning, in 

ways similar to Ladson-Billings’ (1997) notion of “culturally relevant teaching”.  These 

teachers helped students achieve academic success and simultaneously maintained a 

positive cultural identity. Good teaching involved using “a range of teaching strategies 

and interaction styles”  (Darling-Hammond, 2000, p. 11).     
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Goldstein (2007) found that high-stakes accountability measures have affected 

learner-centered instruction in kindergarten.  She found that even teachers in “an affluent 

neighborhood” school were feeling pressure to set aside developmentally appropriate 

practice in favor of instruction that centered on more academic content in order to prepare 

students for high-stakes tests in third grade.   One of Goldstein’s teachers acknowledged 

that they “enjoyed certain professional freedoms because of their employment at a high 

performing school in an affluent area of the district” (p. 52). Goldstein noted that this was 

a troubling picture. Even kindergarten teachers who taught students in affluent areas were 

struggling to engage in DAP with the pressures of high-stakes accountability. Teachers in 

many contexts are feeling the pressure to ensure that students are successful on 

standardized tests, while struggling to do what they know is best for children. A gap 

exists in the research in how teachers in third grade in less affluent areas deal with the 

same pressures and still provide learner-centered instruction for their students.    

Caring for students 

Caring is perhaps one of the most difficult facets of good teaching to define. 

Nodding (1984/2003, 1992), who positioned caring at the heart of schooling, asserted that 

for caring to occur the one caring must displace her own agenda and the “cared-for” must 

feel as if they are being cared for. Goldstein (1997) complicated the definition when 

sharing her findings of how caring was enacted differently by herself and her participant. 

While her participants’ actions might have been different than what Goldstein herself 

would have chosen in the same situation, the decisions of her participant were directly 

tied to her desire to know her students and invest in them emotionally as individuals. 
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Caring, according to Goldstein, is an action, not an attribute. She further emphasized the 

deeply ethical, philosophical and experiential roots of caring stressing the importance of 

caring, “It is a moral stance that has the power to transform education” (Goldstein, 1998, 

p. 247).   Indeed, students must feel cared for in order to succeed. 

 Booher-Jennings (2005) found that new accountability policies and the high-

stakes tests implemented by states to comply have altered teaching more than any in the 

past. While few teachers would admit they don’t care for students, teachers in these 

studies labeled students in third grade as “hopeless cases” (Booher-Jennings, 2005 p. 

233) and washed their hands of students who hadn’t passed an exit level test labeling 

them  “true demotes” (Agnagnostopoulos, 2006, p. 5).  “Good teaching starts with the 

construction of trusting relationships and works continually to build on the foundation of 

trust.  All children must learn to care for other human beings, and all must find an 

ultimate concern in some center of care” (Noddings, 1992, p. xii). Noddings does not 

disregard the need for schools to produce students with academic competence; she 

contends simply that it is the “first job” of schools to care for children and teach them to 

care for others.  It is possible to practice good teaching, caring for all students and still 

facilitating student success.   

Scheurich (1988) examined schools where children of color were successful on 

standardized tests and found that one of the five core beliefs of the “HiPass” schools was 

treating each child with “love, appreciation, care and respect- no exceptions allowed.”  

These schools stressed, “constantly communicating to children that they are loved” (p. 

463). Scheurich wrote, “[Lovingness] is pervasive; it inhabits everything they do or say. 

It also seems, to me, to be a source of endless energy to always do more for the children, 
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no matter how committed these principals are” (p. 464). He opted for the word “love” 

instead of “caring” because, He “did not feel that [caring] was strong enough, focused 

enough, or committed enough” (p.479) to explain what was happening in these successful 

schools.  They went beyond notions of caring just for the students and created an 

environment where everyone working and learning in the school felt truly loved.  

Scheurich (1998) wrote about principals and schools who had improved the quality of 

education while facilitating students’ success on a state-mandated standardized test, while 

the principal set the agenda for the schools they knew that teachers played a primary role 

enacting it in the classroom each day (Spillane, 2006).   

Valenzuela (1999) illustrated a lack of caring in her discussion of teachers 

working with Mexican-American students, these high school students did not feel cared 

for and it affected their ability to be successful in school, in spite of Valenzuela’s finding 

that these students valued deeply their opportunity for education.  Valenzuela (1999), 

after three years of ethnographic study of the relationship between schooling and 

achievement found, “The feeling that ‘no one cares’ is pervasive – and corrosive” (p. 5).  

Here again the need to understand how those who practice good teaching facilitate 

academic success by caring for each student is highlighted. 

Developing and maintaining connectedness to the community 

 Those who practice good teaching develop and maintain a connectedness to the 

community. Scheurich, (1998) found that one of the core beliefs of highly successful 

schools was a belief that they existed for and served the community, with little 
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separation. In one school, each fall teachers rode the school buses and got off and met 

each parent “to show their respect and appreciation” to them.  

Ladson-Billings (1997) in her research with teachers who were effective with 

African-American students used a process of community nomination and relied on the 

recommendations of parents to identify teachers for her study.  These parents nominated 

teachers who, “included parents as active partners in the educative process without being 

patronizing or condescending” (p148).  Ladson-Billings (1997) found that these teachers 

not only included parents but cultivated relationships with families outside of school. A 

teacher who engages in culturally relevant teaching, “sees herself as part of the 

community and teaching as giving something back to the community, [and] encourages 

students to do the same” (p. 34).   Moll and colleagues (1990, 1992) have written about 

teachers who were successful with Mexican-American students.  They used the term 

“funds of knowledge” to refer to “historically accumulated and culturally developed 

bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well 

being” (Moll, et al., 1992, p. 133).  Working together with teachers, the researchers were 

able to discover the “funds of knowledge” that each family possessed and this knowledge 

enabled teachers to better facilitate student learning.  Developing and maintaining 

connections with the community is another trait of good teaching. 

CONCLUSION 

Teachers who engage in quality teaching not only help students succeed on the 

state or district mandated assessment measures, they also employ practices that motivate, 

encourage, challenge, and help students. They care for and connect with their students 
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and the community where they work. Quality teaching practices, including both 

successful and good teaching acts, impact student learning and achievement in positive, 

growth producing ways.   

 Standards-based accountability reforms and high-stakes testing policies (like the 

TAKS test in Texas) have changed teaching and learning in classrooms across the United 

States.  Faced with the pressure to ensure student success on standardized tests as the 

most important determining factor for achievement in teaching, teachers are changing 

their classroom practices (Booher-Jennings, 2005; McNeil, 2000). The literature naming 

and discussing exemplary teaching is extensive and the effects of high-stakes tests are 

well documented, a gap exists in the literature addressing the ways that recent 

accountability measures have changed teaching and the definition of success at the 

classroom level and examining the teaching practices of those who implement quality 

practices.  Allington & Johnston (2000) commented on the gap by noting that the 

definition of quality teaching will change depending on criteria used to measure success.  

“If we want to create children who possess stacks of knowledge and skills that is one 

thing. If we want to create competent, caring, independent learners with self-extending 

learning systems as well as a robust knowledge base, that is another” (p. 20).  The 

question remains, how do teachers manage the pressure and engage in teaching practices 

that ensure student acquisition of necessary knowledge and skills and continue to help 

them to be competent and caring people who are prepared for full participation in our 

democratic society (Dewey, 1938)? This dissertation explores more fully this question by 

providing a detailed description, analysis, and interpretation of several teachers who 

engaged in quality teaching. I now turn to how I conducted this study. 
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Chapter 3 - Methods 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

While the effects of standards-based reforms and high-stakes accountability 

policies on teaching and learning have been well documented (Au, 2007), a gap exists in 

the research that examines teachers who provide quality instruction, that is teaching that 

not only facilitates students’ success but also uses the strategies that have been outlined 

as “good”. This study used case study methodology to facilitate coverage of the 

contextual conditions, such as the school and the community. This allowed for the 

deliberate inclusion of the context and multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2003) to 

develop insights about the teachers and their practices both in the local and global 

contexts (Erickson, 2004).  This research involved examining the actions of teachers in 

the environment of high-stakes accountability policies. The study explored the broad 

question of how teachers faced with myriad pressures engaged in quality teaching 

practices that lead to students’ success on mandatory high-stakes tests and knowledge 

gains useful for real life and growth as whole persons: intellectually, personally, socially, 

and professionally (Dewey, 1938). Specifically, this study addressed the following 

questions: 



34 

• How do third grade teachers in a high-stakes learning environment 

implement quality teaching practices that equip students with the 

knowledge and skills to pass the TAKS test?   

• Beyond success on the TAKS test, what other goals for students do 

teachers who provide quality instruction have and how do they 

facilitate those goals? 

In this section, I share findings from the pilot study to provide insight into how I 

came to the question, research design, and methods that framed this dissertation. Next, I 

discuss the rationale for the theoretical framework and methods.  I then discuss the 

rationale for the site selection, field entry, and participant involvement.  The phases of the 

study are outlined and an overview of the project given, followed by a description of the 

data collection, documentation, and record keeping.  I discuss sampling decisions and 

methods of data analysis and conclude with issues of quality and rigor and ethical 

considerations.   

PILOT STUDY 

The genesis of this study was a pilot study conducted in the spring of 2006.  For 

this study, I examined how a 3rd grade teacher in a local school district worked to meet 

the needs of her students while at the same time ensuring they would pass the high-stakes 

TAKS test. I entered the field with the following question: How does a third grade 

teacher make pedagogical decisions that address the multiple factors influencing the 

expectations of classroom (i.e., the learning needs of her students; the expectations of her 

principal; the expectation of her students’ families; the district’s IPGs/nine principals of 



35 

learning; the TEKS and TAKS; NCLB; etc.)? I explored my research question with 

Margaret Anderson1 a third grade teacher at Benedict Elementary School in central 

Texas.  

 Analysis of pilot study data led to several insights that informed the development of 

this proposed study.   First, while spending time with Ms. Anderson was informative, the 

pilot study was limited in both scope and depth.  For the pilot study, I did in-depth data 

analysis of only one detailed transcript and observed only one teacher for a limited time 

frame. To add depth and breath, the current project included three case study teachers and 

an extended field engagement.  Second, I did not specifically set out to observe quality 

teaching.  I used the recommendation of a university colleague and availability of the 

participant as my selection criteria.  For this study, I used a more rigorous selection 

process by including recommendations from two sources for teachers who exemplify 

quality in teaching. Third, I revised my research questions to better understand how those 

who engaging in quality teaching were facilitating students’ success on high-stakes 

measures, the other achievements students in these classes experience and the practices 

these teachers implement to achieve these results.  Finally, in the pilot study, I did not 

include the students in any formal way.  For this study, I included three focal students to 

better understand how the teachers’ practices are affecting the students and how they 

respond to his/her practices.  These students were recommended by their teachers to 

represent a range of student academic achievement from each class.  This was important 

because,   

An everyday view of what makes teaching good rests, to some extent, on 
how students react to what the teacher does. We are aware that certain kinds 

                                                
1 All names are pseudonyms and statistics approximated to protect identities. 
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of behaviors and actions by students are indicative of their substantive 
engagement in what the teacher is doing, and when we observe these 
behaviors we note that the students are ‘with’ the teacher: They are 
engaged, motivated, following, excited, connected, and the many other 
words we have for describing the ways students participate in lessons 
(Fenstermacher and Richardson, 2005 p. 192).  
 

By including the students, I had hoped to better understand the actions of the teacher. In 

addition, I gathered student level TAKS data from the three focal students in each class.   

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Because teaching is complex and contextually bound, a social constructivist 

paradigm framed this study.  The social constructivist approach “focuses attention on the 

meanings constructed in interactions of people in a setting” (Graue, 1993). Using this 

approach, research is conducted by those who want to attempt to understand the world 

from the point of view of those who live it. According to Hatch (2002), constructivist 

researchers reject the notion that there is one objective reality that can be known and 

instead take the stance that a constructivist researcher’s goal is to, “construct [with 

participants] the subjective reality that is under investigation” (p. 15).   

Social constructivist research emerges through actual situations and data, and it 

allows for the construction of meaning and understanding to emerge in each context. For 

this study, such an approach was particularly important because standards-based reform 

and high-stakes accountability policies have had such a significant effect on the context 

of teaching and learning for those in the classroom (Booher-Jennings, 2005).  The social 

constructivist frame allowed for the examination of the teachers’ actions and the context 

in which they occur. Contexts go beyond the physical environment; they are constructed 

by those present and are socially and historically bound (Mehan, 1980).  A teacher’s 
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response may be related to a particular context as well as to his/her own personal or 

educational background or his/her training and experiences both in and outside the 

classroom. In order to understand better the effect of standards-based accountability and 

high-stakes testing on teachers practice, it is thus necessary to situate the actions and 

roles within the context as they occur.  

 A socially constructed perspective recognizes that teaching does not occur in 

isolation, but instead is socially situated and constructed, with and among people. 

Theoretically framing quality teaching through a social constructivist paradigm provided 

a useful heuristic for what was occurring. “Instead of examining single individuals trying 

to make sense of the world on their own, attention is given to the socio-cultural context in 

which the individuals act” (Graue, 1993, p. 26).  This perspective draws heavily from 

Vygotsky’s work (1978), which directed attention away from the individual to the socio-

cultural context in which the individual was acting. Wertsch (1985) noted that complex 

endeavors, such as teaching, were inherently social in nature and thus were well suited 

for examination within a social constructivist framework.  The focus of this study was 

how teachers in the context of third grade in public schools, attempting to implement 

standards-based reform measures, constructed success with/for their students. While the 

reforms were the same across contexts, how they were enacted/responded to was 

dependent on the individual school climate, the actual classroom environment, the 

teacher, and the student, and as such, each case study reflects the context within which it 

occurred.   

Within the social constructivist perspective, a case study methodology (Yin, 

2003) was used to gather and understand what was occurring both in the classroom and 
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with the teachers and the students in regards to quality teaching and student success.  By 

drawing on multiple sources of information, a case study allows for understanding the 

complexity of teaching in the high-stakes context where it is happening.  This study 

encompassed the following case study characteristics, as described by Mertens (1998): It 

relied on the interaction between the context and the individual as well as looking deeply 

at the nature of the case and contexts as units of analysis and understanding.  In addition, 

the historical background of the individual and the context was seen as an important 

influence, on the outcomes.  Finally, this study was inherently bounded and specific, the 

rationale for a case study approach was paramount (Stake, 2005).  

THE SCHOOL DISTRICT 

This study was conducted during the fall of 2007 and spring of 2008 in Williams 

Independent School District, an urban district, located in central Texas. Williams has an 

enrollment of close to 80,000 students. The majority of students enrolled in the district 

(more than 60%) are of minority background.  In 2006, about 90 % of third graders met 

or exceeded the TAKS standards, surpassing the state average of 89%.  

PARTICIPANTS 

In-depth case studies were developed with three, third-grade teachers.  Purposeful 

sampling was used in the identification and selection of these teachers (Stake, 2005; Yin, 

2003).  As previously mentioned, cases were developed from both my observations of 

and conversations with the participating teachers, focal students and the principal as well 

as my understanding of the research on quality teaching.   

 The case study teachers were identified through existing relationships with teachers 
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in Williams Independent School District and university faculty members involved in 

placing apprentice teachers in exemplary classrooms. Following a two-step process, I 

began by sending email messages to these colleagues and professors. The email 

contained information about the nature of my research, including my specific research 

question and my selection criteria, that is teachers who were successful with students and 

utilized quality teaching practices. I then requested the names of teachers who might be 

suitable.  After receiving this information, I sent a similar email to the campus principal 

where each teacher was placed asking him/her about excellent teachers on his/her 

campus. Teachers who were recommended by both sources were contacted.  Five 

teachers were contacted. 

 From this pool of participants, three teachers were selected that represented “an 

opportunity to learn” (Stake, 2005, p. 451). Stake recommends focusing on those cases 

that represent the cases from which, “we feel we can learn the most” (p. 451).  I focused 

on three teachers, Rose Jackson, Margaret Anderson and Douglas Parker, who 

exemplified the characteristics established previously for quality teaching and were able 

to participate in the research. These teachers agreed to allow me access to their daily 

classroom teaching practices and were willing to engage reflectively about their practices.  

Rose Jackson 
Rose Jackson is an African American woman in her early 40’s. At the time of this 

study, she was in her 14th year of teaching. She had been teaching at Stewart Elementary 

in the third grade since she moved to central Texas several years ago. Stewart elementary 

school was in an urban part of the district and received Title One funds and additional 

funding from the Reading First Grant. Stewart Elementary was composed of an equal mix 
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of Hispanic and Black students with less than one percent being white.  Virtually all 

students received free or reduced-price lunch.   

Ms. Jackson was contacted based on the recommendation of a former teaching 

colleague who works with district teachers seeking National Board Certification.  Her 

principal confirmed this recommendation.  Ms. Jackson had earned a National Board 

Certification as a “middle childhood generalist” and had also recently won a National 

Teaching Award.  Ms. Jackson had previously taught first, third and fourth grade.   She 

had a Bachelor’s degree in Business Administration and a Master’s degree in Education.  

Ms. Jackson was a mother to three boys, who attended public schools in a nearby district.   

Her class had 13 students - 10 African American and 3 Hispanic2. Ms. Jackson had 

started the year with 25 students but a new teacher was hired in late September and 12 

students were moved to the new class.  Three focal students were selected based on 

teacher recommendation and parent consent.  

Table 1: Focal students – Rose Jackson 

Student name – ethnicity Teacher assessed achievement level  

Renee – African American female High 

Anita – Hispanic female Average 

Arnold – African American male Low 

                                                
2 In 2000 the district received funding to reduce class size in grades 1-3 to fewer than 18 students at the 
“highest need” schools. Stewart and Benedict both received funding for an additional teacher 
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Margaret Anderson  

Margaret Anderson, the teacher who had participated in the pilot study was one of 

the three teachers involved in this research. I had maintained an ongoing relationship with 

Ms. Anderson through email communication and by volunteering in her classroom. She 

was originally selected based on the recommendation of a university colleague, and this 

recommendation was confirmed with an email to the principal as outlined previously. She 

is a white woman in her late 20’s, and at the time of this study, was in her sixth year of 

teaching and her third year in third grade at Benedict Elementary. She had previously 

taught second and fourth grades.  Ms. Anderson had earned both her bachelor’s and 

master’s degree in education. Benedict Elementary was located in an urban part of the 

district and received Title One funds and additional funding from the Reading First 

Grant.  Nearly ninety percent of students at Benedict were Hispanic, African American 

students were close to ten percent and White students were the remaining percent.  More 

than ninety percent of students received free or reduced price lunch.  Ms. Anderson had 

13 students, 12 were of minority background. Her reduced class size, like Ms. Jackson’s 

was the result of a number of students at the grade level too large for one class.  All of 

her students received free or reduced-price lunch. Focal students were selected based on 

Ms. Anderson’s recommendations and parent consent. 
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Table 2: Focal students – Margaret Anderson 

Student name – ethnicity Teacher assessed achievement level 

Lucy –Hispanic female High 

Stuart – Hispanic male Average 

Drew – African American male Low 

Douglas Parker 

Douglas Parker is a white male in his late 30’s. At the time of this study, he was 

in his 14th year of teaching. He had been at Brown Elementary in third grade for all of 

those years. Douglas was selected based on the recommendation of a former teaching 

colleague who works with district teachers seeking National Board Certification, and the 

principal confirmed the recommendation.  Brown was located in an affluent 

neighborhood.  About eighty percent of the students attending Brown were White. 

Hispanic students were an additional ten percent, six percent of students were Asian and 

two percent were African American.   Five percent of students were eligible for free or 

reduced-price lunch.  

Mr. Parker had begun his career in education as the manager of the Brown 

Cafeteria, but after one year decided he “wanted to have more of an impact on the kids” 

and after speaking with his principal began teaching while pursuing an alternative 

certification.   He had since then earned his National Board Certification as a middle 

childhood generalist and a Master’s degree in Educational Administration.     
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Douglas had eighteen children in his homeroom, a typical size in this district, 

however; students at Brown Elementary were in leveled classes. Students were grouped 

according to the results of district benchmark tests, with classes of higher achieving 

students being larger and those with lower achieving students having fewer students. Mr. 

Parker’s math class was a group of students who scored the highest at the grade level and 

the second highest in reading; both included 22 students. One student was of a minority 

background. Because the students had similar academic achievement, I selected focal 

students who were in Mr. Parker’s homeroom and both content area classes.   

Table 3: Focal Students – Douglas Parker 

Student’s name- ethnicity Teacher assessed academic achievement 

Liz – white female High 

Stacey –white female High 

Denise – white female High 

The Researcher 

 Within the social constructivist perspective understanding, the researcher herself is 

a necessary part of understanding the research. I was drawn to this research question for 

two reasons. As a former third grade teacher, I have a special affection for young children 

who are required to demonstrate their knowledge in a high-stakes standardized way.  In 

addition, as a teacher educator, I believe that observing quality teaching practices and 

those who implement them is an integral part of preparing teacher candidates for work in 

a profession grappling with the effects of standards-based accountability and high-stake 

testing.  While these experiences affect my lens for interpretation, every effort has been 
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made to present these findings as accurately as possible. 

FIELD ENTRY 

 Upon IRB and district approval, I officially contacted the teachers. Due to delays 

and complications, initial contacts were made in October. I met with each teacher to 

establish a time to begin my observations in her/his classroom and developed a time-line.  

 It was made clear to the teachers and other participants through oral and written 

communication that: (1) participation in the study was voluntary; (2) participants could 

withdraw at any time; (3) interviews, discussions, and audio/video tapes were kept 

confidential, and (4) participants were given pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality.  

PHASES OF INQUIRY 

 The following sections outline a timeline for the study. There were three phases, 

with phase one beginning in the fall of 2007, and phase three ending in the spring of 

2008.   

Phase 1: Participant selection 

 Phase one began with the participant selection described above.  Using the selection 

process, I identified three teachers who demonstrated quality teaching practices and were 

willing to participate in the requirements of the research.  While the primary focus of this 

research was the action of the teachers, as has been stated previously, teaching has both a 

task and accomplishment sense (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005).  For this reason, 

three focal students were selected in each class as reference points for the effects of the 

teacher’s actions on the students in his/her class.  Students were selected based on teacher 
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recommendation to represent a range of student academic performance.  The focal 

students allowed me to examine the learning aspect of what was happening in the 

classroom.   Fenstermacher & Richardson (2005) point out that good teaching is one 

factor in quality teaching. The “social surround of family, community, and peer culture 

… and sufficient facilities, time and resources (opportunities) to accomplish the learning 

that is sought” (p. 190) are also important factors in whether or not teaching is successful.  

In order to better understand the opportunities available for these teachers and their 

students, I interviewed the principals at two of the three schools. After numerous attempts 

to schedule an interview with the third principal, I was unsuccessful.  Both students and 

principals served as sources for triangulation. 

Phase 2: Field Entry and Engagement  

Once all necessary consent was granted, field entry occurred in October of 2007 

and continued until February 2008.  I began observations with and interviewed Rose 

Jackson. I also conducted interviews with the three focal students she recommended.  

After spending 4 weeks observing Ms. Jackson, I observed and interviewed Ms. 

Anderson and her students. These observations took place during December and the first 

weeks of January.  Finally, I spent time in Mr. Parker’s class and interviewed him and the 

focal students from his class. The interviews were audio-taped and transcribed and most 

observations were recorded with field notes. This phase involved focused observation of 

each teacher’s individual classroom practices.  During this time, I spent between six and 

ten hours per week for a period of four weeks with each of the three teachers. Working in 

each classroom, cases studies were developed and refined.  This phase of the study lasted 
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12 weeks and was focused on both academic and non-academic activities.  These events 

included content area lessons, class meetings, recess, and transition times. I acted 

primarily as an observer during these observations; I sat in an unobtrusive location in the 

classroom and took notes and videotaped select lessons.  

Audio and videotaping was used in addition to field notes because it enabled a 

more complete record of interactions. Taping was limited to two or three individual 

lessons and instances of good teaching per teacher. These examples were selected to 

refine/confirm/challenge emerging ideas about each teacher’s practices. For example, Mr. 

Parker had begun utilizing guided reading and was working hard to improve his small 

group instruction, so taping included one guided reading lesson.  Communication is 

situated in context, with nonverbal and verbal actions a part of the interpretation of a 

particular exchange (Edwards & Mercer, 1995). Nonverbal communication (for example, 

gestures and body stance) enabled the contextualization of the interaction or discussion. 

Given this study’s dependence on the quality of classroom interactions, it was important 

to acknowledge the circumstances that influence the successes that the teacher and 

students were experiencing.  This required my field notes and videotape to capture both 

verbal and nonverbal actions of the teacher and student responses. Thus, videotaping was 

used to analyze the data more completely. However, videotaping can be obtrusive and 

was introduced early to allow the students and the teacher to become used to this form of 

data collection. Teacher behavior and student responses were assessed and discussed with 

the teacher, to identify the degree to which videotaping was obtrusive. As students 

became more comfortable with the video camera, the effect on the data was minimized.  
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  I informally discussed several lessons with the teacher.  These notes acted as a 

part of the expansion of field notes. These expanded field notes aided the indexing of the 

videotapes. I periodically shared my field notes and selected data with the teachers, for 

purposes of member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The teachers had access to all 

data as requested and discussions as to the accuracy of assertions and episodes were 

frequent. Each teacher’s interpretations were considered as the data was collected. 

Informal discussions with and responses of the students and collection of artifacts 

provided additional data. As Phase two progressed, sampling became more purposeful as 

theories were developed and refined (Stake, 2005). 

 At the end of Phase two, I intensively reviewed the data (field notes, videotapes, 

artifacts, interviews) to create a theoretical summary of working hypotheses (Cosaro, 

1982).  This included those hypotheses that were tentative as well as those more firmly 

established. This summary was used to guide methodological decisions, such as further 

data collection, sampling issues and the final interview protocol for each teacher. This 

theoretical summary was used in attempts to establish specific teaching practices that 

facilitated students’ success, as well as issues needing further investigation in the final 

phase.  During this phase I interviewed the focal students and the principals (Appendices 

C & D). These interviews were included in an attempt to further my understanding of the 

context and of the students’ perceptions of the actions of the teacher.  

Phase 3: Closure and Analysis  

 The final phase occurred after the TAKS test in March.  After exiting the field in 

February, I began formal data analysis, but as this research included the effects of high-
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stakes accountability on teaching and learning, I conducted the final interview with 

teachers (Appendix E) after they have received the results of their classes’ performance 

on the TAKS test.  In the final interview, I discussed with each teacher their impressions 

of the results of the TAKS test, any surprises revealed by the test, how they perceived the 

effects on their practices, and specific questions that emerged from initial data analysis of 

each case study (Hatch, 2008).  Member checks were made with the teacher and informal 

interviews conducted in attempts to identify any significant events that occurred in my 

absence. These member checks included meetings with the teachers to evaluate the 

accuracy of my interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Each teacher’s insights and 

interpretations were included in the data analysis and reported in the final product.  

Data analysis procedures emerged from the data actually collected; however, 

some preliminary actions were presupposed regarding the data, as opposed to quantitative 

research with which the validity and reliability can be established by adherence to proper 

statistical procedures, qualitative research requires detail and depth such that the readers’ 

trust is gained and the conclusions valid and reasonable. Because of this, some decisions 

about data collection and analysis were made on an ongoing basis. 

DATA SOURCES: COLLECTION, DOCUMENTATION, AND RECORD-KEEPING 

 Although data collection methods have been mentioned briefly in the preceding 

section, in this section, I further elaborate on each of the methods used to gather data.  

Direct observation 

 Direct observations recorded with field notes, audio and videotape were an 

important data source for this dissertation. During observations, I occasionally acted as a 
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volunteer helping students or making copies. I focused on the teacher’s actions and the 

students’ responses and observed lessons, conversations and small group activities, 

negotiating a comfortable level of participation with each individual teacher while 

recording field notes, audio and videotape.    

In addition, I engaged with the teacher and students in informal interviews or 

discussions.  While the goal of these observations was to observe and record the actions 

of the teacher, it was necessary to develop an understanding of how the children were 

responding to the actions of the teacher, and thus, I selected three focal students in each 

class to better understand how the students perceived the actions of the teacher.  By 

including responses and interpretations of focal students, I developed a broader 

understanding of the teacher and his/her practices. I also included observations regarding 

the structure of the classroom environment and activities provided through the 

environment.  Conversations that teachers had outside the classroom context, such as 

those in the teachers’ lounge and during planning periods, were also included to provide 

further insight into the teacher’s motives and the larger school context.   

Observations were used to identify teaching patterns and individual student 

responses.  Observed patterns aided the developing understanding of quality teaching and 

the student success facilitated by this teaching.  Expanding field notes allowed me to take 

extended time to provide detail and enhancement of notes taken during actual time spent 

in the classroom (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Because the classroom environment is a place 

of intense movement and dynamic timing, it becomes important to get notes written 

quickly, often requiring shorthanded scripts of events which later need detail and depth to 

capture the meaning and details of the interaction and situation (Hatch, 2002).  As such, 
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when I left the classroom, I used my written notes and audio or videotape to elaborate 

and expand on the situations and contexts and note any methodological, theoretical, or 

personal thoughts based on the observations that I had. As stated previously, I 

periodically shared these notes with the teachers for purposes of triangulation and 

member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Interviews with case study teachers, focal students, and principals 

Qualitative interviews provide a “way for [teachers] to explain their unique 

perspectives on the issues at hand” (Hatch, 2002, p. 23). For this reason, teachers were 

interviewed twice, once at the beginning of data collection and once after the TAKS test 

in February. General topics addressed in these semi-structured interviews were: factors 

influencing their beliefs about teaching and learning, strategies they used to facilitate 

students academic success, goals they had for students, management and motivation 

strategies employed, how parents and the larger community were involved in classroom 

life, if/how high-stakes testing has influenced classroom practices and curriculum 

decisions and other factors that influence their practices.  During the final interview 

(Appendix E), teachers were asked to identify particular successes they felt they had 

experienced as well as other lessons they had learned over the course of the year.  

Focal students were interviewed once during the course of the study (Appendix C) 

and were conducted so as not to interrupt instruction.  Topics addressed included their 

perceptions of the teacher’s practices and the way they felt about school and learning. 

While this interview was intended to check the teacher’s stated motivation for her actions 

with the student’s understanding of the teacher’s action, the actual interviews did not 

yield data that was useful for triangulation. For example when asked what they liked best 
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about school, several children responded with answers such as “everything” or “lunch 

and recess”.  Drew, one of the focal children in Ms. Anderson’s class responded to the 

question, “Nothing,” then added, “recess and eating free food”.   While much of this data 

was not helpful in helping with data triangulation, data from these interviews was used 

when possible. 

As stated previously, two of the three principals were interviewed (Appendix D) 

in an effort to further understand the context and for purposes of triangulation. After 

several attempts to contact Rose Jackson’s principal and schedule an interview, I was 

unsuccessful. In addition due to a researcher error only a small segment of the interview 

with Margaret Anderson’s principal was recorded. While field notes were expanded, I 

was unable to develop a useful transcript from this interview.  The interview with the 

principal at Brown Elementary helped establish the school climate, including how the 

principal viewed the effects of high-stakes tests on the school as a whole and his 

perception of the role of teachers at the campus.  Additionally, I asked this principal to 

describe and evaluate Douglas Parker’s practices. This interview was audio taped and 

transcribed. 

 In addition to these scheduled interviews, there were many opportunities for 

informal conversations with the teachers and focal students. These conversations 

occurred throughout data collection and took place when appropriate.  Notes were made 

of these interactions as well. 
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Videotape Recordings 

  Videotape recordings were used to record observations in the classroom. During 

visits to the classroom, using both teacher recommendation and my own emerging ideas, 

I selected specific lessons or classroom activities for videotaping for the purpose of 

capturing a range of typical classroom behaviors of both the teacher and his/her students.  

Because teaching is such a complex endeavor, videotaping provided “ways to supplement 

and/or fill in field-note records in ways that improve the chances of capturing the 

complexity in spite of the speed” (Hatch, 2002, p. 126). Videotapes were reviewed and 

representative portions were transcribed and coded.  

Artifact collection 

Collection of artifacts included lesson plans including the TEKS they address, 

work samples that exemplified whether or not children learned the skill being taught and 

whether the teacher’s goals were achieved, school memos, class level TAKS data and 

student level TAKS data for focal students.  I made photocopies of these documents for 

use in data analysis. 

PARTICIPANT SELECTION 

 Case study participants were selected not to ensure a random sample or to 

generalize across populations, but instead to emphasize participants who could contribute 

data relevant to quality teaching (Yin, 2002). Toward this end, teachers were chosen who 

contributed a range of practices and strategies for achieving various types of success for 

their students. Teachers were chosen who were willing and able to share their teaching 

expertise with their students and the broader community. The sample attempts to 
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represent different experiences that occur for different teachers, depending on the school 

climate and personal teaching experience. Data collection occurred until saturation was 

reached (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and further data collection merely acknowledged the 

previous themes and coding became redundant, failing to contribute to further dimensions 

of the case study. Thus, sampling was purposeful. 

In addition, segments of activities and lessons were used to develop themes and 

codes. Sampling units were broad activity segments and specific teacher student 

interactions. During ongoing data collection, daily and weekly field notes and video tapes 

provided further guidance of sampling decisions, and sampling became more localized to 

particular instances. All further sampling decisions were documented in methodological 

notes.  

DATA ANALYSIS 

In constructivist research, “Data analysis is a systematic search for meaning” 

(Hatch, 2002, p.148).  Meaning is not an absolute but context specific and constructed by 

those involved.  Because meaning is so contextually bound, analysis was initiated shortly 

after data collection had begun and continued throughout the course of the study; this 

approach was beneficial because it allowed, “shaping the direction of future data 

collection based on what [I was] actual finding or not finding” (Hatch, 2002, p. 149).   

After each observation, videotapes were reviewed and field notes expanded. Throughout 

the analysis process, I recorded reflections and insights in analytic memos where I wrote 

down my thoughts and impressions and refocused my observations and analysis on my 

research question (Hatch, 2002). I generated memos as a means to provide “a running 
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record of insights, hunches, hypotheses, discussions about the implications of codes, 

additional thoughts, whatnot” (Strauss, 1996, p.110).  I used the collected data—

including analytic memos—to develop descriptions, to engage in analysis, to create 

interpretations, identify patterns and themes, and discover relationships.  Data was coded 

using both external and internal codes (Graue & Walsh, 1998; Hatch, 2002).   

External codes came from my conceptual perspectives about this research project 

(Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 163), namely quality teaching practices. Initially, data were 

coded into two categories. 1) Successful teaching, which was teaching in the achievement 

sense as measured by student success on various classroom activities and standardized 

tests or 2) good teaching, which was teaching in the task sense as measured by actions of 

the teacher that reflect quality teaching practices defined in the literature. As the study 

progressed, I generated subcategories based on observations and conversations which 

were used for further coding and organization (Graue & Walsh, 1998).   

The following table (Table 4) addresses and operationalizes the constructs of 

quality teaching previously identified.  The table includes each aspect of quality teaching, 

a sample list of student and teacher behaviors used to identify each characteristic in 

context, and the case study tools that were used.  

Table 4 –Constructs  

 Classroom behaviors  Case study tools 
Quality teaching:  
successful and good 

Academic success of students, 
qualities of the teacher, students and 
classroom environment 

Interviews, 
classroom 
observations, 
teacher reports of 
student success 

   
Successful teaching: Teacher: talks about students’ Teacher report of 
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teaching in the 
achievement sense as 
measured by student 
academic achievement 

successes, classroom successes and 
sets clear criteria for achieving 
success. 
 
Focal students: work has feedback 
indicating success (grades, 
comments, stickers) 

specific 
successes; Focal 
student talk about 
success; scores on 
classroom 
assignments; 
TAKS results, 
principal 
interview  

   
Good teaching: the art of 
teachings as measured by 
characteristics and 
behaviors of the teacher 
and classroom context 

Teacher: uses strategies consistent 
with quality teaching 
Focal students: identify specific 
quality practices of the teacher  

Teacher, student, 
and principal 
interview; 
classroom 
observations 

Good teaching: motivate 
and engage students 

Teacher: stated plan for student 
motivation; appears motivated and 
engaged; presents content in a clear, 
enthusiastic and interested way; uses 
cooperative learning 
Focal students: on task; use positive 
language discussing school work  

Classroom 
observations, 
Observation of 
focal students on 
task behavior; 
interview with 
teacher and focal 
students 

Good teaching: challenge 
students academically 

Teacher: demonstrates adaptable and 
creative strategies, possesses subject 
matter knowledge, creates knowledge 
centered environment, asking higher 
level questions, creates “meaning-
emphasis” classrooms 
Focal students: willingly attempt 
assignments, discuss academic 
content appropriately 

Classroom 
observations, 
observations of 
focal students; 
interview with 
teacher and focal 
students 

Good teaching:  care for 
students 

Teacher: directly addresses the 
affective domain of students learning, 
plans activities designed to develop 
community among students, creates 
with students an environment where 
students feel safe to take risks 
Focal students: accept failure as part 
of learning process, discuss academic 
and other needs, support and 
encourage one another 

Observations, 
teacher interview, 
student interview 

Good teaching: Use a 
variety of teaching 
strategies to meet 

Teacher: Uses developmentally 
appropriate practices; culturally 
responsive teaching; funds of 

Observations, 
classroom 
documents, 
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students’ needs / create a 
learner centered 
environment 

knowledge, learner centered 
environment, logical acts of teaching, 
Academic content connected to 
students’ lives 

teacher interviews 

Good teaching: 
Connectedness to 
community  

Teacher:  identifies specific strategies 
to involve parents, families and 
community members in the 
classroom context and students in the 
community; draws connections 
between students’ lives and the 
classroom context.  Academic 
content connected to students’ lives 
 

Observations, 
classroom 
documents, 
teacher, student 
and principal 
interviews 

 

 Internal codes were developed through my reading of the data (Graue & Walsh, 

1998, p. 163) and emerged initially as a contrast between the quality teaching practices in 

all three classrooms and the differences in the classroom environments each teacher 

created. The themes, such as “othermothering” (Case, 1997) and the notion of “third 

space” (Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995) were developed using relevant data, and read 

against the text in search for contradictory evidence (Wolcott, 1994; Hatch, 2002; Graue 

& Walsh, 1998).   

In terms of description, I created an ongoing descriptive account of the teachers’ 

practices and the responses of the children. I looked at specific instances of quality 

teaching and examined the responses of students to identify their experiences of success. 

I updated and revised this description throughout the data collection process. 

As analysis continued, I refined my initial categories to ensure that each one 

addressed the research questions and that all relevant data fit into one category only 

(Merriam, 1998). After a satisfactory list of categories was created, data was recoded. 

Each coded unit of data was organized by its code and stored in a unique file.  



57 

 During the descriptive and analytic processes, I made interpretations about the 

data using interpretive techniques suggested by Wolcott (1994) including extending the 

analysis, turning to theory, and listening to gatekeepers and knowledgeable others. 

‘Extending the analysis’ allowed me to avoid oversimplifying my findings and offered a 

comparative perspective that “raises doubts or questions not lightly dismissed” (Wolcott, 

1994, p. 40). When ‘turning to theory’, I connected my interpretations to large issues, 

namely high-stakes testing and quality teaching. ‘Listening to gatekeepers and more 

knowledgeable others’, such as my advisors and other committee members, facilitated 

accurate and thorough interpretations based on the advice of more experienced 

researchers. Finally, I clearly explained connections between my interpretations and the 

collected data, descriptions, and analysis (Wolcott, 1994). 

After an initial draft of my findings was developed—descriptions, analysis, and 

interpretations—I developed a document to share with the participants. As a way of 

member checking I asked the following questions: What stood out to you as you read the 

summary of findings?  Did reading the summary raise any questions or concerns that you 

would like to share?  Teachers’ responses to these questions were used to evaluate and to 

make further revisions to the initial findings.  

QUALITY AND RIGOR 

In any research, it is important to ensure quality and to demonstrate its rigor. In 

quantitative studies, results are discussed in terms of reliability and validity, because of 

the qualitative nature of this study; I focused on strengthening its trustworthiness using 

measures of credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability (Hatch, 2002; 
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Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In the following section, each test for quality and rigor will be 

discussed  

Trustworthiness/Credibility 

According to Wolcott (2001) the notion of internal validity—that is, the extent to 

which researchers effectively measure their research variables (Merriam, 1998)—does 

not align with qualitative research in which the researcher focuses on understanding the 

issues—people, places, ideas—under study. Thus, qualitative research addresses instead 

credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mertens, 1998). To increase the credibility of this 

study, I used: (a) data triangulation, in which multiple sources of data, such as field notes, 

video tape and teacher interviews were used to create and to support descriptions, 

analyses, and interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Hatch, 2002); (b) prolonged 

engagement (Hatch, 2002); (c) member checking, in which interview transcripts, 

expanded field notes and initial research findings were reviewed by participants for 

accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Hatch, 2002). For instance, I clarified emerging themes 

with participants and each had the opportunity to read his/her individual case study and 

the findings. (d) peer debriefing in which descriptions, analyses, and interpretations were 

discussed with colleagues and advisors (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mertens, 1998). For 

example, I met regularly with a group of fellow students and our advisor and discussed 

my emerging analysis and several drafts of the dissertation in progress.  

Transferability 

 Transferability refers to the extent that the results are applicable to individuals 

beyond those who were sampled (Lincoln & Guba, 2005).  As described before, 
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participants were chosen through a process of theoretical sampling to represent quality in 

teaching. As discussed, the sample differs in teaching experience, background and 

situation. As a result, this study, although case study in nature, and thus more individual 

than large-scale studies, has potential for transferability to other teachers based on similar 

experiences and situations.  A range of teaching perspectives and experiences were 

sampled further allowing for this. Limitations presented in the sample chosen, and thus 

important to the applicability of the study’s findings were explored in the limitations 

section.  

Dependability 

 Dependability is concerned with the replicability of a study to the end of similar 

findings. Dependability was established by providing the reader with evidence of the 

findings such that if it were to be repeated, it would end in similar results. One way to 

enhance dependability is through creation of an audit trail (Wideen et al., 1998).  This 

record of the process of data collection and analysis included raw data (interview 

transcripts, observation transcripts, field notes, and documents), data reduction and 

analysis products (such as coding pages and hypothesis generation notes), synthesis pages 

(analysis sheets, concept maps) and process notes (journals). A written history that 

tracked changes that occurred both in the setting as well as other important features 

enhances the dependability of this study.  

Confirmability 

 Confirmability in a qualitative study involves seeking feedback from others about 

the hypotheses generated from the data. It was established by showing that the data, 
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rather than the researcher, were confirmable representations of the participants (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). This study safeguarded confirmability through an audit trail, triangulation 

of results, peer debriefing and member checking. In addition, case reporting provided 

excerpts of “raw data” to illustrate assertions. These safeguards increased the 

confirmability of this study by providing the reader with access to actual data such that 

they may draw their own conclusions or further align their thoughts with those of the 

researcher about the accuracy of the representation. Case reporting, which included such 

samples of raw data, further supported interpretations.  

Ethics 

 Information gathered from this research was shared with all teachers for member 

checking and triangulation of data, members of my doctoral committee, my learning 

community, in professional meetings, and/or publications. The data may undergo further 

analysis by me in the future. Inconveniences of the study were mainly to the involved 

teachers. The only risk to participants was the loss of confidentiality, and I have made 

every effort to safeguard the anonymity of all participants in this study. 

 Pseudonyms were assigned to all participants in this study and used in all written 

products of the research, including all reports and transcriptions. When students’ names 

were on documents that were collected, pseudonyms were substituted when they were 

photocopied. Identifying information about the schools and district was approximated to 

further protect confidentiality. Tapes will not be shared publicly. 

 In conclusion, this dissertation used a social constructivist paradigm and case 

study methodology to further develop our understanding of quality teaching practices 
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within the context of high-stakes accountability policies and standards-based reforms.  

This research will broaden the discourse on students’ successes and how teachers define 

and facilitate those achievements.  In addition, while this dissertation does not offer a 

critique of standards-based reform measures, it highlights possible unforeseen 

consequences on the practices of third grade teachers who are dealing with the pressures 

they create. 
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FINDINGS 

Chapter 4: Quality Teaching 

Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) note that quality teaching contains two 

elements; good teaching, which examines the practices of the teacher, and successful 

teaching, which focuses on students’ academic outcomes. Rose Jackson, Margaret 

Anderson and Douglas Parker worked hard to implement quality teaching practices by 

preparing their students both for the TAKS test and for the challenges that they would 

face in their lives beyond school.  

In the findings chapters, I explore how each teacher utilized the elements of good 

teaching as found in the literature and facilitated success for students on academic 

endeavors and life outside school.   The first chapter will address the elements of good 

teaching, and the second will examine successful teaching in each of the three 

classrooms, including students’ successes on the TAKS test.  

As stated previously, good teaching includes five elements of practice: engaging 

and motivating students, caring for students, developing and maintaining connectedness 

to the community, using a variety of strategies to meet students’ needs, and challenging 

students academically.  Each of the case study teachers exhibited all elements of good 

teaching. However for this dissertation, due to the volume and depth of the data, I have 

included examples of the practices of one teacher in each category. Rose Jackson had a 

particular strength in motivating and engaging her students and making connections to 

her community. As such her teaching will provide the background for examining these 
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two traits of good teaching. Margaret Anderson’s teaching hinged on her concern for her 

students and her use of a variety of strategies to meet students’ needs, therefore examples 

for these two elements will be drawn from her classroom.  Douglas Parker’s teaching will 

provide the examples for challenging students academically. He incorporated rigorous 

academic challenges with humor and students enjoyed the games and activities he 

utilized.     

MOTIVATING AND ENGAGING STUDENTS 

All three of the teachers motivated and engaged students by setting clear and high 

expectations for students, holding students accountable for their own learning, and clearly 

explaining the rationale for activities (Dolezal et al, 2003).  Students in each classroom 

worked hard to be the person their teacher knew/expected/believed them to be.  While 

none of the teachers had a set motivational /behavior program, each teacher’s interactions 

with his/her students facilitated students’ motivation and engagement both with academic 

material and the school community (Ladson-Billings, 1994). For the purpose of this 

dissertation, I examine the motivational practices of Rose Jackson in more depth.   

Entering Ms. Jackson’s classroom, the hum of students hard at work shifted the 

focus from the overwhelming amount of curriculum materials crowding the room.  

Books, texts, and phonics readers filled the shelves. Ms. Jackson’s desk was piled high 

with student work, professional books and “Take One” materials. She was the third grade 

team lead, the campus representative for the area teachers’ organization, a participant in a 

new program the district was piloting, and a mentor teacher for teachers on her campus 

seeking to complete the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards’ (NBPTS) 
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“Take One” program (Take One is an extension of the NBPTS, which allows new and 

pre-service teachers to begin the rigorous process of National Board Certification).   As a 

result of her many commitments, her room was home to a host of resources. “I have stuff 

EVERYWHERE, I mean I just have so much stuff but this is just the way it is. You know 

you need all these different things for third grade” (Interview April 23, 2008). While Ms. 

Jackson’s room may have appeared disorganized, her goals for her students were clear. 

Ms. Jackson had high expectations for her students and praised students’ effort 

(Block, Oakar, & Hurt, 2002). She “created a warm, caring environment that encouraged 

students to take risks, think deeply and challenge their abilities” (Dolezal et al, 2003 p. 

251). Ms. Jackson frequently reminded students that they could accomplish whatever task 

had been put before them, and her confidence in each student facilitated self-confidence 

and motivation (Ladson-Billings, 1994).   She explained her teaching philosophy: 

My job is to facilitate… and one of the things I try to do is make them 
enthusiastic about learning. I find things they want to be engaged in 
(Interview, November 11, 2007).  

 
In addition to facilitating students’ enthusiasm about learning, she mentioned making 

personal connections with students and using their interests to motivate and engage them 

(Ladson-Billings, 1994): 

I just try to pique their interest [like] this morning, when Jamal had the 
word ‘jersey’. He’s a football player. He got interested in that word real 
quick when I said, ‘You know that word because you are a football player’ 
(Interview, November 11, 2007).   
 

Allington & Johnson (2000) note that quality teaching includes “tailoring presentation 

and language to the audience” to ensure student participation and “establish credibility” 

(p. 13).  Ms. Jackson tailored presentations in small ways by referencing a student’s 

interest in football and in larger ways by calling on the leadership of responsible students 
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(Ladson-Billings, 1994). As when she told Renee, “I always put you in leadership 

because you can get them to do right.”  She made it clear that each student was a valuable 

classroom asset while developing each student’s interest and self-confidence (Allington 

& Johnson, 2000). If Ms. Jackson noticed off-task behavior, she reminded the student 

why each person’s participation was important. For example when she noticed a student 

sitting with his book closed she said, “I want you to pay attention, so you can help 

someone if they need it.”  Ms. Jackson motivated students by encouraging pro-social 

behavior, setting clear expectations and giving explanations for her rules and procedures 

(Dolezal et al, 2003; Ross, Bondy, Gallingane & Hambacher, 2008).  

Ms. Jackson also used praise and positive feedback to motivate students (Dolezal 

et al, 2003). She often called the whole class to the floor to read together from the basal. 

One morning Jamal volunteered and stumbled over several words, while his friend Anita 

encouraged him by putting a hand on his shoulder. When he finished Ms. Jackson began 

to clap, the class followed suit. She recognized and rewarded Jamal’s risk taking and 

effort, proudly announcing that she had an award for him, presenting him with a “Star 

reader” sticker. Her excitement was authentic and her face glowed as she explained to me 

that this was the first time he had volunteered to read.  “Can you believe it?”  She smiled 

proudly. Ms. Jackson, by praising the effort, encouraged positive risk taking and 

independence.    

In addition to celebrating and praising students’ personal efforts, she also created 

situations specifically to enable successes (Dolezal et al., 2003).  While her class had 

several students who struggled with reading and volunteers did not always read fluently, 

Ms. Jackson was especially concerned about Jamal’s success because he had been 
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already retained and continued to struggle with reading. Several days after he had 

volunteered, she discreetly handed him the basal before read-aloud time. Later, she asked 

him to read the passage he had prepared and praised his effort.  “Wow! Jamal, thank you 

so much.”  Later she called him back to her desk, gave him a school-wide reading award, 

and sent him to the office to read to the principal.   

Developing motivation and engagement in the area of reading was particularly 

important to Ms. Jackson.  She maintained that motivated and engaged readers would be 

strong, proficient readers and that reading was a skill essential to success in school and 

beyond.   

By the end of the year, I want them all reading above grade level, 
performing above grade level and I write that down, when we do the 
parent-teacher conference that is a goal and those who are extremely low, 
I even tell their parents I want them reading on grade level or I want them 
performing at grade level to be able to do math, social studies, science and 
just enjoy learning. That’s my goal for them to enjoy learning and for 
them to become hard workers (Interview, November 7, 2007).  
 

Here she connected reading development with students being hard workers and enjoying 

learning.  She made her goals for students clear (Dolezal et al, 2003) and then worked to 

achieve these learning goals while building students’ intrinsic motivation. 

She motivated students to read with appropriate pacing, engaging content and by 

using many methods to teach a concept.  At a third grade team meeting, she told her 

colleagues about “Text Talk” (Beck & McKeonwn, 2008), a new curriculum purchased 

by the district that utilized popular children’s literature to build students’ vocabulary. The 

curriculum included sticky notes on the pages of the text with prompted questions, and 

vocabulary was introduced in context. Ms. Jackson was motivated to connect the 

curriculum to her students, even though they were struggling with the format. She told 



67 

her third grade teammates. “They need more time and experience [with this curriculum] 

because the stories are excellent, funny and the vocabulary is what the kids need” (Field 

notes, November 3, 2007).  Ms. Jackson began by capitalizing on her own motivation and 

engagement to interest the children. Her motivation was contagious (Dolezal et al., 2003).  

Each week Ms. Jackson read the story and introduced five new words to students.  The 

curriculum included a chart that was posted near the door with tally marks showing how 

often students had used the new words.  While working on a phonics lesson, students 

began to grumble and complain about the work. Ms. Jackson replied, “Don’t whine and 

be melodramatic, you are being persistent which I like, but you are neglecting to be 

respectful.”  She stopped and smiled, adding proudly, “I used all my words.”  Ms. 

Jackson modeled what she wanted the children to do and motivated them with her 

pleasure in doing it. The students began using their new vocabulary words to get a tally 

mark on the chart and in time as the format became familiar, students experienced more 

success and began incorporating the new vocabulary into daily conversations.  Here Ms. 

Jackson motivated students by taking “daily actions to transfer individuals from extrinsic 

to intrinsic motivation” (Block, Oaker & Hurt, 2002, p 191).  Block, Oaker and Hurt 

(2002) found the shift arose “from the teacher’s ability to cultivate a new interest that 

built the power and momentum to carry pupils over specific literacy learning curves” (p. 

191).  By continuing to use and encourage the use of the new vocabulary, Ms. Jackson 

transferred her motivation to her students.  

In another instance, when several students began to take vocabulary cards home 

to study during the week, Ms. Jackson took note, “Those people who take their 

[vocabulary] cards home are doing well. Take initiative. That’s why I am over here 
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helping them.” Ms. Jackson reinforced the students’ engagement and used it to motivate 

others.   These motivated students confirmed Ms. Jackson’s success as a motivator.  

Jalongo (2007) notes that motivated students “put more effort in to learning” and 

“worked at tasks longer and harder than other students” (p. 396).  One morning students 

were assigned the task of listing antonyms as Ms. Jackson worked with her small group; 

during this time students were expected to work quietly at their seats. While Ms. Jackson 

directed her focus to the group with which she was working, Renee and Denitra wrote 

four pages of antonym pairs that they excitedly showed to Ms. Jackson when she had 

finished working with her small group.  Ms. Jackson took the sheets and suggested that 

they use them to make a center for the other students.  She recognized their motivation in 

the task of finding antonyms and furthered their intrinsic motivation by encouraging them 

to create a center (Block, Oaker & Hurt, 2002).  Furthermore, she increased the 

motivation of the other students by incorporating student-generated materials into the 

classroom community in a way meaningful to the children (Jalongo, 2007).  She noted 

the positive effects of her motivational tactics,  

They enjoy everything we do. We push reading a lot around here and math 
too. And I think with the math groups they are doing better because the 
other day I heard Steven say, ‘I am starting to like math’  (Interview, 
November 7, 2007). 
 

Ms. Jackson credited “hands-on” activities and math centers and celebrated this success.   

Jalongo (2007) notes that hands-on learning “promote[s] active learning and a learner’s 

sense of agency”  (p. 398).  Ms. Jackson used centers and small group “hands-on” 

activities to build not only students’ motivation but also their skill (Jalongo, 2007).  

Dolezal et al (2003) found that teachers who motivated and engaged students consistently 

involved students in learning by doing.   
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One feature of Ms. Jackson’s teaching was her focus on students’ learning rather 

than on their performance. Dolezal et al (2003) note that this is a striking feature in 

classrooms where motivation and engagement were high. While the TAKS test was the 

state measure of success for her students, Ms. Jackson did not view students’ success on 

this measure as a top priority.  When asked about students’ performance on the TAKS 

test she responded: 

To be truthful I’ve only had one kid in all the years I’ve been in third 
grade, this is my fourth year, and all my children have always passed 
TAKS except for just one last year (Interview November 7, 2007).  
 

Rose Jackson realized that passing the TAKS test was one indicator of success and 

understood that motivated and engaged students would pass the TAKS test while being 

prepared to tackle the challenges they faced outside of school.  Dolezal et al (2003) 

confirm this finding, explaining that in classrooms were teachers were highly motivating 

and engaging “leaning goals were more prominent than achievement goals” (p. 255). 

While motivating and engaging students is only one element of good teaching, 

Ms. Jackson understood its importance, for its own sake and for the effect it had on 

students’ academic success on the TAKS test and as they lived their lives both inside and 

outside school. Jalongo (2007) argues that a motivated student,  “Set[s] high standards for 

competence and overcame obstacles to achievement” (p. 396).  Following the example of 

their teacher, the students in Rose Jackson’s class did both.  Dolezal et al (2003) found 

that highly engaging teachers use “many mechanisms that increase motivation” (p. 396).  

Ms. Jackson set clear expectations, involved students in hands-on learning, was 

passionate about teaching and learning and facilitated students’ intrinsic motivation.  
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Both Mr. Parker and Ms. Anderson demonstrated teaching strategies similar to Ms. 

Jackson that motivated and engaged the students in their classrooms. 

CARING FOR STUDENTS  

The National Association for the Education of Young Children stated in its most 

recent position statement (2009) that, “children develop best when they have secure, 

consistent relationships with responsive adults and opportunities for positive relationships 

with peers” (p. 13).  While establishing trusting relationships can be difficult in the 

context of standards-based accountability, those who engaged in quality teaching ranked 

establishing trust and personal relationships with students as an important element of 

their teaching (Allington & Johnson, 2000).  Noddings (1984/2003) recognizes caring as 

an essential part of education and Scheurich (1998) notes its contribution to good 

teaching.   Noddings (1992) states, “[Caring] requires different behaviors from situation 

to situation and person to person” (p. xi). Caring for students is an essential part of good 

teaching. While recent accountability measures have complicated the role of caring in 

classrooms (Booher-Jennings, 2005; Valenzuela, 2000; Valli and Buese, 2007), all three 

of the teachers in this study cared for the unique needs and situations of the children in 

their classrooms, taking time from academic demands to develop caring relationships 

with their students.  For the purpose of this dissertation, I examine the caring practices of 

Margaret Anderson in more depth.  

Ms. Anderson located caring for her students and teaching them to care for one 

another as fundamental to her practice, “I believe this is a calling, that this is why I am 

here and that I can share the love I have received with the kids I teach” (Interview, 
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October 23, 2007).  Ms. Anderson cared for each child and developed relationships for 

their own sake but also because:  

If you don’t have trust and love and take care of each other in your 
classroom then you are not really going to get anywhere when if comes to 
the skills and the things that the state of Texas says that we have to learn 
(Interview October 23, 2007).  
 

Ms. Anderson stressed the importance of trust and love to facilitating her students’ 

success, she echoed what Goldstein (1997) wrote about her teaching practices, “My 

commitment to [the children’s] development and growth demanded that I enter into a 

relationship with each one of them” (p. 70). For example shortly after they returned from 

the winter break, as students gathered in the library for a class meeting Susan 

commented, “I think we have changed for the last few months.”  Ms. Anderson 

responded,  

You think we’ve changed? You have changed over the last few months. You have 
learned lots of new things and you’ve become better problem solvers and you 
have become better friends and all kinds of good changes (Field notes, January 
10, 2008).  
 

Ms. Anderson related to Susan expanding the statement to classroom goals and 

celebrating the students’ skills development over the fall semester, she quickly realized 

that Susan had another idea about important changes.  Susan corrected, “and two 

different hairdos.”  Ms. Anderson laughed; realizing that new and different hairstyles 

were important changes also, she added, “New hairdos. Some of us have had different 

hairdos. You are right. Some of us have had the same hairdo all year.”  Ms. Anderson 

realized that building caring relationships required relating to students and talking to 

them about what was important to them.  Another student, Sandra, added,  “I did, 

remember?  Susan responded, “I know my hair is going to get long, right?”  Ms. 
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Anderson answered the question,“ It is getting longer.”  Then she moved students on with 

the class meeting, making sure that each student had the opportunity to share.   Goldstein 

(1997) noted, “Though loving children was inevitably a bittersweet experience, it never 

felt like a choice” (p. 71). Noddings (2002a) asserts, “Students must believe that the 

adults in their schools and communities care about them, that their well-being and growth 

matter”(p. 26).  While caring for students was a central aspect of Ms. Anderson’s practice 

it was also important to her that her students learned to care for one another. She worked 

to establish a classroom environment where each student understood his or her 

importance to the learning and growth of the entire class. 

I do think we are all learning and we’re all teaching together and I also 
want each of them to see themselves as valuable and to know that they 
have different things to offer and also different things to learn from each 
other and from me (interview, October 23, 2007).  
 

Ms. Anderson considered caring for children and teaching them to care for one another 

her first job in educating them.  Noddings (2002) noted, “being cared for themselves is a 

prerequisite to caring for others” (p. 25). In Ms. Anderson’s classroom this goal was 

accomplished in two ways, by building a caring community and by caring for individual 

students. 

Building a caring community 

Ms. Anderson demonstrated her care for students by building a caring community. She 

invested her time and energy getting to know each student and their lives outside of 

school.   

I believe that to be a good teacher I have to know my kids, my students 
and where they come from and what their world is like, even if it is very 
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different than mine. I need to make it a point to learn about that and be 
open to that and to see what they bring to the classroom” (Interview 
October 23, 2007). 
 

Goldstein (1997) wrote that “an awareness of the kids as people” (p. 73) was at the heart 

of everything that went on in the classroom and this was the case with Ms. Anderson.  In 

addition to developing individual relationships, she cared for her students by maintaining 

a daily class meeting time when students shared with one another their cares and 

concerns and solved problems relating to their lives at school and at home, the class 

meeting time was at the heart of the caring community. During this time students had the 

freedom to talk about whatever matter was of concern to them, from the meaning of 

integrity to caring for a new puppy. Ms. Anderson took time from the waiting academic 

work for the class meeting and used the time to check-in with students.  

I tried to put into place a number of things to help them leave behind 
whatever might have been going on at home and to try to focus on 
learning and feel safe and to feel successful. No matter what it felt like 
that morning at their house or after school when they go home, what that 
was going to feel like (Interview October 14, 2008).  
 

The class meetings gave Ms. Anderson an opportunity to listen to her students, talk with 

them about their lives outside of school and offer encouragement about their work and 

progress. 

I am glad you are here today and it has been a really exciting few days for 
me, because I keep seeing you doing things and trying things and learning 
things that in the very beginning of the year you didn’t know how to do or 
you wouldn’t even try (Class meeting, January 10, 2008).   
 

Ms. Anderson cared about students’ success but also about their effort and tied their hard 

work to an awareness of what it meant for them to take care of themselves. She 

continued,  
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When I passed out those warm-ups you would say ‘I don’t know what to 
do’ and you would just kind of look at it.  Today I see all these boxes on 
your warm-up just full of math strategies and drawing pictures and being 
problem solvers and that is really exciting for me to see, all thing that you 
have learned this year about how to solve problems, and how to take care 
of yourself and how to be responsible for what you are learning so I want 
to continue to see that.  I appreciate your hard work this morning and I 
want to see that through the rest of the day (Class meeting January 10, 
2008). 
 

Ms. Anderson celebrated the students’ hard work and their new responsible behavior 

linking it to students’ understanding of what it meant for students to care for themselves.  

Noddings (1992) points out, “Self-understanding is basic to the entire enterprise of caring 

for self” (p. 76).  Ms. Anderson used the class meeting time to help students see the effort 

they put into their math work as a fundamental act of caring for themselves.   

 Class meetings were also a time for students to connect with each other and talk 

about topics of importance to them. Noddings (1992) notes the importance of 

relationships between peers, “Part of the joy and vigor of life comes from the retelling 

and thus reliving of events that are important precisely because they can be shared” (p. 

92).   Early in January students spent time discussing Christmas and puppies.  The class 

meeting began with Diane sharing about her new puppy:  

For Christmas I got a new puppy I was really excited about that. Actually I 
didn’t really get it on Christmas, I got it before Christmas. The door bell 
rang and I went to go answer it and it was a Christmas box and inside the 
Christmas box there was a little puppy and then I went, ‘DAD! IT’S A 
PUPPY!’  And then he got the video camera and started filming me and 
then I was like, ‘LOOK! ITS SO CUTE!’  And then I started crying but 
they were tears of joy and I was like really excited and he was so small 
and Santa decided to give him to me early because he even left a note.  It 
said he gave him to me early because it was cold up at the North Pole and 
he was afraid the dog would get sick and he got it to me early, and I was 
so excited and it was like half Chihuahua and half rat-terrier and he’s 
going stay real small right now he’s like that big and he’s cute and my 
other thing is tomorrow Marilyn is going to sleeping over at my house and 
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she is going to pack some things and stay with me (class meeting January, 
10, 2008).  
 

Everyone listened while Diane explained the details of her surprise. Then other students 

asked questions, made connections and discussed puppies and Christmas.  This 

conversation lasted for several minutes while six students shared stories of their dogs. 

When a seventh student, David, began to share another dog story, “I had a dog…” before 

he could finish his sentence Drew interjected, “Everybody has dog stories.”  Then Dallas 

interjected, “Not me.”  At this point Ms. Anderson reminded the students of expected 

behavior,  “Be a good listener so we can share.” David finished his story about the dog 

and the children moved on to another topic.    

While allowing students to discuss puppies for ten minutes may not seem like an 

effective use of time, it was an important part of building friendships between students 

and developing a caring community. Ms. Anderson allowed the conversation to unfold as 

the children desired, intervening only when a student needed guidance toward more 

caring behavior, as when she encouraged David to be a good listener. 

Noddings (1992) states, “Students are set free by their teacher’s effort at inclusion 

to pursue their own growth, and this is exactly the response good teachers seek” (p. 107).   

While Ms. Anderson’s goal was to build a caring community, she also believed that class 

meetings and the stories were beneficial for students’ academic development. As the year 

progressed she began to see students taking more risks with their sharing and this lead 

students to positive risk taking in their reading and writing as well.  
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Caring for individual students 

While building a caring community was important to Ms. Anderson, she also 

cared about each student as an individual. Ms. Anderson’s relationships with students 

first became clear during several informal conversations during my initial observations. 

She spoke about the lives of her students in a way that revealed an in-depth 

understanding of their lives beyond school.  She knew with whom students were living 

and why they were there; she knew about students’ relationships with their families and 

with each other; she knew of their interests in school and outside.  

[The students] are very aware of what goes on at home, whether its not 
being able to pay the bills or losing a house or family members divorcing, 
cousins, aunts and uncles living with them. They are very aware of all that 
stuff (interview April 17, 2008).  
 

Noddings (1992) asserts, “Good teachers do not reject what students see and feel but, 

rather, work with what is presently seen and felt to build a stronger position for each 

student. To do this requires a trusting relationship” (p. 107).   Ms. Anderson worked to 

build a trusting relationship with each child and used these relationships to better 

understand what each child saw and felt.   

 Drew, one of the focal students, was the only African American boy in Ms. 

Anderson’s class.  Ms. Anderson spoke about Drew in our final interview “[He] had a 

real rough start at the beginning of the year. Just not knowing how to be a part of the 

community and getting office referrals every week and just very aggressive and very…” 

The sentence went unfinished. She picked up talking about his growth and success over 

the year, “Watching him learn to be a part of the classroom and to learn to play with the 

other kids and to share things. He can be very respectful sometimes and I think that’s 
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big.”   During the winter, Drew was absent for several days; Ms. Anderson contacted the 

special education teacher, Ms. Youngdale, who also worked with Drew.   They were 

concerned that something was going on at home. Drew lived with his grandmother who 

was in poor health and two of his aunts; his mother moved in and out of his life due to 

incarceration. Ms. Anderson had tried to contact his grandmother several times, but had 

not been successful. When Ms. Anderson attempted to locate Drew’s correct home 

address, it became clear that he lived in another school’s zoned area outside of those for 

Benedict Elementary School.  The assistant principal then suggested that rather than 

having Ms. Anderson and Ms. Youngdale visit the home to see what was going on, they 

should have Drew moved to his home school.  The two teachers persisted and when they 

arrived at the registered address, they were told by the resident they had the wrong 

address. But when they arrived back at school Drew’s grandmother, two aunts and his 

mother were there.   After the face-to-face meeting, Ms. Anderson’s frustration at her 

administrator was replaced with concern for Drew’s safety and well-being. Drew had 

recently lost the two most important men in his life. His grandfather had recently died 

and his uncle was in the hospital, terminally ill. Drew, it seemed, moved between two 

households with neither taking primary responsibility.  Ms. Anderson helped Drew’s 

family deal with the turmoil and advocated getting counseling for Drew. She convinced 

her assistant principal to leave Drew in her class, believing that continuity and stability 

would do more to help his attendance and behavior issues and improve his academic 

achievement as well.  Ms. Anderson enacted caring as Goldstein (1997) explained, “It is 

the engrossment and motivational displacement that are the hallmarks of caring, not the 

depth of feeling” (p.14).  Ms. Anderson’s encounters with students in general and with 
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Drew in particular were marked by her ability to set aside her agenda in order to meet the 

needs of the ‘cared-for’.  

Good teaching requires a willingness for teachers to develop caring relationships 

with each child and to utilize these relationships to help students be successful in the 

classroom and the community.  Caring for students is an integral part of good teaching, 

“[Teachers] who look upon the act of teaching as an opportunity to participate in caring 

encounters will be teaching their students more than academic knowledge. These children 

will have the opportunity to learn how to care” (Goldstein, 1997, p 15).  Children in Ms. 

Anderson, Mr. Parker and Ms. Jackson classes were cared-for and had the opportunity to 

learn how to care.  

USING A VARIETY OF STRATEGIES TO MEET STUDENTS’ NEEDS 

Good teaching requires teachers to use a variety of strategies to meet students’ 

needs.  Each of the teachers in this study made decisions about instructional strategies to 

ensure that students’ academic and social needs were met (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994; NRC, 2000) and was aware of the unique needs of the students in 

his/her classroom. While each teacher developed and used strategies suited to the 

particular classroom context. To illustrate, I focus on how Margaret Anderson used 

various teaching strategies to meet the needs of her students.  “Expert decision making 

lies at the heart of effective teaching. Children benefit most from teachers who have the 

skills, knowledge, and judgment to make good decisions and are given the opportunity to 

use them” (NAEYC, 2009 p. 5)   
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 It was important to Ms. Anderson to meet the academic and social needs of her 

students,  

I think that good teaching uses a variety of resources and doesn’t stick to 
one program or list of things… I think it is inquiry based. I think that good 
teachers go off of what their kids are interested in and what they are 
curious about so that it is meaningful for their students and not just, very 
far off or abstract from what their kids actually care about (Interview, 
October, 23, 2007).  
 

Ms. Anderson structured her teaching and organized her classroom and her daily 

schedule to create an environment that was both learner and knowledge centered (NRC, 

2000).  By doing so, she promoted students’ pursuits of their own interests and the 

acquisition of knowledge.  She thus met students’ needs in meaningful ways; she fostered 

students’ development of complex ideas and self-regulation by allowing their learning to 

progress at a rate appropriate for each child (NAEYC, 2009).  

Although Ms. Anderson’s strategic instruction extended into all areas of her 

teaching, she considered herself “first and foremost” a reading teacher (Interview October 

23, 2007). For this reason, I focus on the variety of strategies she used to meet students 

needs related to literacy development.   

Print was everywhere in Ms. Anderson’s room, professional books and teaching 

guides covered her desk and her computer was framed with notes, a math center had a 

display of books addressing math topics, the science center held a collection of non-

fiction text and artifacts on topics which rotated depending on what the class was 

studying, each table group had a basket of books in the center, and each student had an 

individual book bag that was used for independent self-selected reading and the walls 

were covered with charts generated by the class.  While the large room was bursting with 

print, Ms. Anderson’s class library was the center of life in the classroom and was used 
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for reading instruction as well as daily class meetings.  It occupied six large bookshelves 

in the back of the room. The books were arranged by subject in storage baskets with 

topics that varied from favorite authors, like Marc Brown, and series like the Magic Tree 

House (Osborne, 2008) or the Magic School Bus (Cole, 2008) to sports and hobbies, and 

silly stories. The heart of the library was an author’s chair, where both teacher and 

students sat when reading. Next to the chart was an easel with a pad of chart paper. 

When I commented about the extensive nature of Ms. Anderson’s classroom 

library, she remarked that she had spent hundreds of dollars, adding to her collection each 

year and usually took at least one whole day before school started to get her library set 

up.  Ms. Anderson confirmed its importance, “I set up the library first thing every year 

and I think that is probably indicative of who I am and my priorities, that space is real 

important to me.”  Ms. Anderson maintained an extensive and diverse classroom library, 

which contained a variety of readability levels. Students were usually able to find and 

read books that both developed their proficiency as readers and their knowledge as 

learners (NRC, 2000).  She enabled students to pursue topics that were of interest to them 

and provided “numerous selections of numerous genres so that every student [could] find 

a specific book with which to fall in love” (Blok, Oaker & Hurt, 2002, p. 191).   It was 

important to Ms. Anderson that the library was useful in meeting students’ needs and she 

worked to ensure that it contained books that were of interest to them.  She had “been 

searching everywhere for more books on wrestling”. She did this because, “The few I can 

find are outdated or too difficult” (Field notes, December 2007).  Because most of the 

boys in her class, many of whom struggled with reading, were fascinated with 

professional wrestling and it occupied many of their conversations in class and on the 
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playground.  Ms. Anderson understood her students’ interests as well as their academic 

needs. 

While the library structure was a crucial ingredient in her reading curriculum, Ms. 

Anderson “skillfully managed class time to allow for a maximum amount of silent 

reading” (p. 191). As Block, Oaker & Hurt (2002) noted, this is a key factor in good 

teaching at the third grade level. Ms. Anderson utilized “Readers’ Workshop”, which 

Calkins (2001) described the “as the heart of reading work because it's the time in the day 

when children have the opportunity to orchestrate all they know about reading in order to 

read their own just-right books” (p. 21). During this time students read independently 

books they had selected themselves, “They choose books from our classroom library, I 

think that is really important, that I don’t tell them what to read everyday, I don’t pick 

their books everyday, but they get to make those choices on their own” (Interview, 

October 22, 2007). Students were not discouraged from selecting books above their 

reading level, and Ms. Anderson encouraged students to select books that were of interest 

to them. For example, one morning while students relaxed on couches, under tables or in 

the library I observed them reading National Geographic magazines, joke books, or re-

reading the text Ms. Anderson had shared with the group earlier in the day.   

One day Lucy, one of the most proficient readers approached me with the book 

One Grain of Rice (Demi, 1997). She asked if I would like her to read it me. She read the 

story, stopping to talk about the story and my interests. While Lucy was capable of 

reading chapter books, she often read, and reread picture books and shared them with 

others. “Most of them really do a good job [selecting books] and it’s fun to watch them 

go through that process, ‘and oh, this is a great book for me.’ Or ‘this is kind of easy but I 
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think I’ll read this today’. So that’s definitely one of their favorite times of day” 

(Interview October 23, 2007).  Students, with help from Ms. Anderson, were “composing 

lives in which reading mattered” (Calkins, 2001, p. 7).  Provided the time, students were 

reading for the sake of reading, enjoying books and sharing them with each other. 

During reading time, Ms. Anderson worked with leveled small-groups or did 

running-records taking time to listen to each child’s reading and commenting. She also 

commented on students’ reading logs weekly, reminding students to use questions, to be 

“word detectives” and helping them to understand books more deeply.  

While this reading time was primarily independent, Ms. Anderson allowed 

students time for meaningful conversations about the books they were reading. For 

example, one morning several students gathered in the library clustered around a book 

about the first Easter. A discussion about faith and spirituality emerged in the classroom, 

and continued on the playground and at lunch.  She pointed out, “Students always seem 

so interested in spiritual things.” Conversations like this were common, and Ms. 

Anderson allowed them to continue uninterrupted, affording students opportunities to 

pursue a topic of interest and encouraging the development of self-regulation (NAEYC, 

2009; NRC, 2000).   

Ms. Anderson used literature to introduce each new reading skill and spent a good 

deal of time modeling reading and demonstrating the skills good readers employ when 

encountering new text. For example, one morning the students gathered in the library 

with clipboards and pencils. Ms. Anderson handed each student a teacher-made graphic 

organizer focused on using context clues to help define unfamiliar words. She pointed out 

its similarity to the one on chart paper, which they had made the day before. She 
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reminded them that the strategies they would use during this lesson would help them 

when they were reading independently. She then held up a book and read the title, Angel 

Child, Dragon Child (Surat, 1989) and asked students to make predictions about what the 

story might be about. While reading the story students interrupted to ask about specific 

words and Ms. Anderson jotted them down, along with the sentence containing each 

word and students copied them on their paper. Ms. Anderson stopped to point out story 

features and ask questions.   

When the story was finished, students reviewed the words they had written, and 

Ms. Anderson asked them for suggestions about what the word might mean based on the 

context.  She wrote down the students’ ideas. “We are putting together some clues. On 

Monday [during the benchmark test] we are going to do these same things. We will be 

word detectives – just like everyday and then when we take the test on Monday we’ll do 

the same thing.”  She mentioned a clue word in the sentence to help students with the 

meaning.  “It’s a sound word, so sometimes a word can make sense in a sentence but not 

in the story”.   After students suggested several options for the word “scrawled”, Ms. 

Anderson said, “Okay, so you are using all the text, that’s good!”  She then pointed out 

that more than one suggestion might fit, but it was important to find the one that fit best 

in the story.   Finally before sending kids to their independent reading time she reminded 

them, “Don’t forget to do the same thing when you come to unfamiliar words today and 

when we take the [benchmark] test on Monday.”  While Ms. Anderson explained and 

modeled new strategies using rich children’s literature, she reminded students they could 

also use these same strategies when faced with the stories they encountered on 

standardized tests.  She reminded students that these tests were a part of school and that 
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the strategies that were learning would help them on standardized tests as well as their 

favorite literature. 

Allington’s (2002) research found that those who engaged in good teaching in the 

area of literacy, “routinely gave direct, explicit demonstrations of the cognitive strategies 

that good readers use when they read. In other words, they modeled the thinking that 

skilled readers engage in as they attempt to decode a word, self-monitor for 

understanding, summarize while reading, or edit when composing” (p. 743). As shown 

above, Ms. Anderson presented charts and graphic organizers to facilitate students’ skill 

acquisition.  The class developed the content of the chart together and these charts were 

displayed on chart paper in the classroom and used as resources when individual students 

had questions or need individual skills instruction.  After the class-chart had been 

developed, Ms. Anderson usually introduced another text and presented each child with 

an individual version of the chart, which the class completed together. As students gained 

proficiency with each new skill, they completed the charts on their own or with some 

guidance.  

Completed charts, posted around the room became an integral part of students’ 

reading strategies, and facilitated the use of reading skills during independent reading 

time.  For example, one morning Stuart was focused on his journal writing.  I asked him 

what he was writing, and he showed me the book he was reading and said, “I am writing 

about my book, I use the ‘Ideas to help us about writing chart’”, pointing to a chart 

displayed in the library which contained several prompts such as ‘My favorite part 

was…’ and ‘I made a prediction that….’. Stuart handed me his journal and I flipped 

through the pages, noticing that Ms. Anderson had commented regularly on posts, asking 
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questions, and giving suggestions and praise.  By developing student/teacher generated 

charts and organizers and modeling their use, Ms. Anderson was able to meet each 

child’s individual learning needs and help them actively construct their own knowledge 

(NAEYC, 2009), while also preparing them for success on standardized tests.  

Anderson’s highest readers were a group of girls all reading above grade level.  

This group was involved in a novel discussion group that met at a table in the hall two 

days a week. One morning, Anderson sent them off with a brief comment, “You have 

about 10-15 minutes then come back in, so you need to be efficient.”  Students in this 

book club were talking and listening to each other.  They questioned the text and each 

other; they joked and laughed. When they returned to classroom after finishing their work 

each student began her independent reading.  Lucy, one of the members, explained what 

they did in the book club, “We each have a job in the group and that helps us stay on 

topic. Ms. Anderson helped us find the book, she used to meet with us more but now she 

just checks in to see how we are doing” (Field notes, December 18, 2007).  Ms. 

Anderson, like others engaged in quality teaching (Calkins, 2001), put “great trust in 

conversation as a way to support deeper comprehension” (p.305).  Ms. Anderson had 

helped these students move into their roles as confident readers and learners and then 

allowed them to manage their own learning. 

The NAEYC (2009) noted, “There is value in providing teachers a validated 

curriculum, as long as teachers have the opportunity to make adaptations for the diversity 

of the children they teach” (p. 6).  Ms. Anderson adapted the curriculum to meet the 

diverse needs of her students. She used resources that the district provided and those she 

had created herself.  She showed students what readers do and then allowed them time to 
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become readers, offering suggestions and feedback as students grew in skill and 

confidence.  By creating a learning environment that was both learner centered and 

knowledge center (NRC, 2000), utilizing readers’ workshop (Calkin, 2001) and providing 

students with culturally and developmentally appropriate text (Ladson-Billings, 1997; 

NAEYC, 2009), Ms. Anderson was able to meet students’ needs and prepare them for the 

high-stakes standardized test that each was required to pass. 

Good teaching requires teachers to consider both the needs of the students and the 

content to be taught (NRC, 2000).  Each of the three teachers in this research considered 

the unique needs of his/her students and utilized a variety of strategies designed to meet 

students’ needs and facilitate their success. 

DEVELOPING AND MAINTAINING CONNECTEDNESS TO THE COMMUNITY 

 Developing and maintaining connectedness to the community is an essential aspect 

of good teaching.  Scheurich (1998) points out that schools exist in service of the 

communities in which they are located. Those engaged in good teaching take “contextual 

factors into account, along with the children’s ages and their individual differences, in 

shaping all aspects of the learning environment” (NAEYC, 2009). While each of the 

teachers in this research found ways to connect with the community outside of school, 

identifying the teachers’ connections was a complicated task. What I found speaks to a 

different level of community involvement and expands the notion of developing and 

maintaining connectedness with the community. These teachers utilized their connections 

to the community to build and develop deeper relationships with their students and 

created a classroom community that nurtured students’ development as learners and as 
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citizens.   For the purpose of this dissertation, I focus on how Rose Jackson developed 

and maintained a connectedness to the community.   

Ms. Jackson positioned herself as a member of a shared community and spoke 

with her students about their responsibility to “do right” by their parents and their 

community. She articulated her connection to her children and the community, “I love 

these children. They are my children. I felt this was like my community” (Interview April 

23, 2008). She located herself within the community and as one who had overcome the 

same hardships her students were facing. Ms. Jackson spoke often of her own childhood 

in the housing projects of Chicago and her desire to give back to the community. After 

student teaching in an affluent school she commented,  

I still kept saying that I needed to teach kids who were like me.  When I was 
growing up, I lived in a housing project and it was a lot of gangs and violence and 
school was like a haven for me.  I would go to school and I wouldn’t have to 
worry about gangs, or have to worry about the violence and all of that, and people 
dying.  I went to school and I could go to the library and read, and my teachers, 
they kept us busy all day long so we didn’t think about all that (Interview, 
November 7, 2007). 

 
Ladson-Billings (1994) wrote that good teachers “see themselves as part of the 

community and they see teaching as giving back to the community” (p. 25). Ms. Jackson 

maintained the connection to her community by giving back to the students she taught 

and challenging them “to choose academic excellence, yet still identify with [their] 

culture” (Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 17).  Ms. Jackson tried to help students understand 

that their community was an important asset, not a hindrance in their successes, “I tell 

them that they are smart and that they have different talents and different strengths and 

weaknesses, but you have to believe that you can do anything and that’s always the way 

I’ve been” (Interview November 7, 2007).   Ms. Jackson reminded students that they 
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could do or be whatever they wanted, with the right attitude, “I think one of the first 

things I always do is I tell that you have to believe in yourself” (Interview November 7, 

2007).   

Ms. Jackson frequently reminded students that they had opportunities that she did 

not have when she was growing up. For instance, Stewart Elementary had received a 

grant that provided students seven dollars each month to select, order and keep book-club 

books. One morning she noticed that several students had stopped reading the brand new 

books each child had just received. “I just wish someone had given me books when I was 

young. My father had to struggle to get books for me. Some people don’t appreciate what 

is being done for them.”   She looked directly at a student with an empty desk, “You 

know what I want you to do.  I told you what I want you to do.  One day you are going to 

understand why I want you to read.”   Ms. Jackson stressed her passion for knowledge 

and her expectations, while reminding students of community expectations and 

encouraging them to take advantage of the opportunities given to them.  Ladson-Billings 

(1997) noted success as a teacher, “[was] tied to [one’s] ability to develop a deeper 

understanding of the groups to which the children felt an affiliation” (p 12). Ms. Jackson 

possessed and developed her understanding of her children’s community and related to 

her students as one who had similar life experiences and had successfully navigated some 

of the same challenges they were currently facing. 

Ms. Jackson was a conductor. Ladson-Billings (1997) identified “conductors” as 

those teachers who sought excellence and assumed responsibility for students’ success. In 

addition, a conductor’s “personal charisma and sense of drama were catalysts that helped 

propel students to academic excellence” (p. 24). Ms. Jackson reached beyond the 
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expectations of the TAKS test and tried to prepare students for life, both in their 

community and beyond. She saw herself as a motivator, helping her students move 

beyond what was missing in their community to understand and appreciate it, while still 

taking advantage of the opportunities they were given to improve their community and 

their lives.   

Ms. Jackson expected excellence from her students; her expectations went beyond 

success on the TAKS test.  She frequently reminded students of the difficulty of their 

work and her behavioral standards. She required students to take charge of their learning 

and reminded them that some things were difficult and hard work was always worth the 

effort whether in school or in the larger community. For example, it was important to Ms. 

Jackson that students learn to carry on discussions, listening and taking turns without 

need to raise their hands.   

I was telling [the students] this morning. I said, “You’ve got to take charge. 
You tell me.’ And that’s one of the things I try to teach them with [small 
group] discussions.  ‘Don’t talk over each other. Take turns, and learn to 
discuss’.  I’ve been trying to teach them and it’s hard.  You know, 
sometimes they’ll tell me, ‘Well can’t we just raise our hands?’ and I’ll say, 
‘No. I want you to learn how to discuss among each other’ (Field notes, 
November 1, 2007). 
 

Earlier that morning students had been gathered at the back table discussing an 

assignment comparing and contrasting two characters from a story; the discussion was 

animated and students began talking over one another. Ms Jackson interrupted the 

discussion, “What did I tell you about this?”  Anna responded, suggesting that students 

should just raise their hands when they want to speak.  But Ms. Jackson was not 

persuaded. “You need to look at each other, I don’t want you to raise hands.”  She 

emphasized how important it was to learn to have a conversation without raising hands.   
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She laughed and added, “If an adult doesn’t know it; imagine how hard it is for third 

graders.”  Here she reminded the students of the difficulty of polite conversation without 

wavering in her expectation for them to be successful.  Ladson-Billings (1997) points out 

that those engaged in good teaching don’t rely on students’ prior knowledge, “Rather 

than expecting students to demonstrate prior knowledge and skills they help students 

develop knowledge by building bridges and scaffolding for learning” (p. 25). Ms. 

Jackson had high expectations for her student, and she understood the significance of 

each child’s progress.  

Ms. Jackson identified with her students and used her knowledge about their 

community to facilitate their success in the classroom.  “And sometimes they come in 

and it’s just really hard for them; and it takes structure in their day, structure in their 

lessons” (Interview, November 7, 2007).  By creating structure and routines, Ms. Jackson 

created a classroom community were students knew what to expect. These procedures 

were an important aspect of the school day and students knew this and were held to this 

standard. For example, while Ms. Jackson laughed often with her students and enjoyed 

her work them; she took learning time seriously.  Each morning when students gathered 

for their whole group reading time, they were expected to behave with respect for their 

teacher and each other. Ms. Jackson instructed students to take off their hoods, sit 

appropriately, and listen to each other. She made expectations for appropriate classroom 

behavior explicit (Delpit, 1995). One morning, when Steven made a joke, she answered 

back, “If you are going to be funny make sure someone is paying you for it.”  The 

confused students immediately focused on their teacher and she explained, “You 

shouldn’t make jokes unless you are getting paid like a comedian” (Field notes, 
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November 15, 2007).  Ms. Jackson made community expectations clear and developed 

routines and procedures to provide structure and to assist students’ successful navigation 

of both the school culture, including high-stakes testing and the global culture (Delpit, 

1995). 

Ms. Jackson, like others engaged in quality teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1997) 

“helped students make connections between their local, national, racial, cultural and 

global identities” (p. 25).  For example, when adults came into the classroom, Ms. 

Jackson took opportunities make sure both students and adults were aware of the purpose 

of the visit and invested time in praising the work students were doing as part of the 

community. She stressed to students that people in the community should know about 

what they were doing in school and their successes.  After being absent, Ms. Jackson 

received a phone call from a substitute teacher who had been at Stewart for the first time.  

While the students could only hear one part of the conversation they heard Ms. Jackson 

say, “They are…yes. They are good kids.” She hung up the phone and reported the good 

news. “She said you guys did a great job and she would love to come back again.”   She 

also took advantage of my presence to emphasize students’ work and their achievements 

making comments like, “These kids are so self-motivated. They’re growing up everyday” 

(Field notes, November 13, 2007). Ms. Jackson reminded students of their progress, 

while connecting it to their development as members of the larger community. 

Ms. Jackson also made connections within the larger school community by 

building relationships with younger students and maintaining them as long as students 

were at Stewart Elementary. For example, when bringing her class to the cafeteria, she 

often stopped by the first and second grade tables to hug and chat with the younger 
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students, inquiring about family members and asking names of the students she didn’t 

already know.  One morning a fourth grade student brought some papers into her room, 

Ms. Jackson stopped the lesson to ask how she was doing and reminded her class and the 

messenger, “Once you are my child, you are always my child” (Field notes, November 

2007) Ms. Jackson connected herself and her students to the larger school community, 

reminding them that her expectations for them extended beyond the time they spent in her 

classroom. 

Using their shared culture, Ms. Jackson taught students to act as a learning 

community. For Ms. Jackson, community encompassed the larger community, the school 

community and the classroom community.  Ms. Jackson tried to navigate, as well as 

bridge those diverse spaces.  While developing and maintaining connections with the 

community can be a complicated task, Ms. Jackson, Ms. Anderson and Mr. Parker made 

connections to and within the community where they taught and helped students to make 

these connections as well.   

CHALLENGING STUDENTS ACADEMICALLY 

Providing appropriate academic challenges is an essential part of good teaching. 

For children to be successful, they must possess “well-organized bodies of knowledge 

that support planning and strategic thinking” (NRC, 2000, p. 124). All of the teachers in 

this research provided appropriate academic challenges for the students in his/her class, 

taking into account the needs of the students and the school context.  For the purpose of 

this dissertation I examine how Douglas Parker provided academic challenges for his 

students, primarily by making wise curricular choices (Ladson-Billings, 1997; NRC, 
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2000), embracing the complexity of a topic (NRC, 2000), and setting high expectations 

for his students (Foster, Lewis and Onafowora, 2005).    

Douglas Parker enjoyed the work he did with and for his students, and the 

curriculum was an important facet of this work.  The curriculum he selected and 

implemented was designed to challenge each student; often the content went beyond the 

state standards for third grade level. While most of his students were reading above grade 

level, it was while observing his math class that his decisions about curriculum became 

apparent. Mr. Parker spent ninety minutes each morning with this group of 24 students 

and, during my observations, he did not use any of the curricular materials provided by 

the district.  Mr. Parker’s curricular choices were guided by his content knowledge, his 

knowledge of teaching methods and his knowledge of his students (NRC, 2000). He used 

games and a variety of other resources that challenged students and were designed to help 

them think about and work fluently with numbers. Mr. Parker believed exposing students 

to rigorous academic content would facilitate their mastery of the basic third grade 

content. “You just don’t get afraid to expose them to all kinds of things that you think are 

interesting or fun” (Interview, January 22, 2008).    

Another way Mr. Parker challenged students academically was with his high 

expectations for them.  In his math class, students used knowledge of computation, one of 

the state standards, to “learn other things about mathematics, especially the fact that it is 

possible for them to make sense of mathematics and to think mathematically (NRC, 

2000, p. 125).  For example, all students were working fluently with operations and spent 

much time applying their knowledge to problem solving activities. Students often played 

the game ‘24’ (Sun, 1988); the object of the game was to use any combination of 
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operations to get an answer of 24.  Mr. Parker drew a circle on the overhead and divided 

it into four sections, in each section he wrote a number.  One game began with the 

numbers six, five, seven and seven.  Several students immediately raised their hands to 

offer suggestions about the possible combinations; students were comfortable expressing 

ideas even when they didn’t have the correct solution.  He then gave students a 

suggestion, “Try looking for multiples.” Students continued to think about a solution, and 

offered several more incorrect responses. He allowed the room to get quiet as several 

students took out paper and pencil and then restated his suggestion adding, “Since [Mr. 

Parker] is leading you that way…you should think about multiples.” A student then 

offered,  “7 divided by 7 equals 1 and 5 minus 1 equals 4 times 6 equals 24.”  Here, he 

moved beyond the state recommended curriculum for 3rd grade by introducing the 

concept of multiples. This concept and vocabulary, “multiples,” does not appear in the 

TEKS until 6th grade (TEA, 2008).  Mr. Parker celebrated the solution and the class 

moved on to several more rounds of ‘24’. The students shared their ideas and strategies, 

checked each other’s solutions and worked out their ideas together.  They solved each 

combination and offered several solutions for some. While this game was only one aspect 

of his curriculum, it reflected Mr. Parker’s desire to provide an interesting and fun 

curriculum that would challenge students academically.   

Mr. Parker embraced the complexity of the topics he addressed by relying on both 

his content knowledge and his belief that his children were critical thinkers (NRC, 2000). 

Challenging students to think critically about their mathematical knowledge was an 

important component of Mr. Parker’s math instruction. He did this by challenging 

students’ ideas about math and incorporating new knowledge.  For example one morning, 
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Mr. Parker began a discussion about Euler, a Swiss mathematician, who was a prolific 

writer in the 17th century.  Mr. Parker told students that Euler’s 80 volumes of writing 

covered topics as diverse as lotteries and artillery and added. 

He wrote about navigation, so how ships can get from place to place, and 
magnetism, as well.  He also wrote books for Russian school children to 
learn how to do math. He was very much involved in a lot of things (Field 
notes, January 17, 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker noticed a raised hand, “Yes, Brian?”  Brian asked, “Where was this guy?  

Where was he born, and what city?”   Mr. Parker responded to this non-math related 

question, providing not only the requested information, but also injecting deeper content 

pertinent to the historical development of mathematics by explaining how Euler 

contributed to the existing field of mathematical thinking and organization of knowledge 

(NRC, 2000).  

He was born in Switzerland.  It doesn't say where.  And lived a lot of the 
time in Germany, but also worked a lot with the Russians, and as I said, 
the Russians admired him so much; he wrote textbooks for the Russians.   
 
But he really did – he just loved pure mathematics, and what he did is he 
took all the mathematics that was out there, all the way up from the 
Greeks to the 1700s, and he kind of said, "You know what?  There's all 
this great stuff, but it's here and it's there, and it's there and it's here", and 
in those 80 volumes, he kind of brought of it into a continuum, to a time 
line that kind of said, okay, here are some gaps.   
 
Here's some things we're not quite sure we get, and he figured out what the 
gaps were to make it from this point to this point, from what Pythagoras 
did, to the next guy.  He said, "Okay, here's the parts that we don't quite 
have", and he filled in those gaps.  So his 80 volumes kind of have the 
history of mathematics and the thought that went behind it all the way 
through.  So he said, "We need to know this.  We figured this part out.  
We didn't figure this part out" (Field notes, January 17, 2008).  

 
After Mr. Parker’s lengthy explanation of Euler and the importance of his work to the 

current thinking of mathematicians, including his students in the group, he then added. 
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Think about it.  If he never did that, if nobody ever did that, then all this 
math we know, we wouldn't be able to teach it in the way we can.  It’d be 
like a little bit here, a little bit there, a little bit there.  And now we have it 
more linear, like, ‘hey, this makes sense after this and after this’ (Field 
notes January 17, 2008). 
 

He went on to explain that Euler had become a “rock star of mathematics”, who had fans 

around the world. He told the class they would then explore a little bit about what Euler 

did. By relating the work of Euler to the way mathematics is currently taught and 

understood, Mr. Parker emphasized the complexity of the topic students were addressing. 

He then provided students with a problem based on the Euler’s work. 

Last week, we looked at solid objects, faces, vertices, edges, and Euler 
looked at these things, as well.  Euler developed a formula giving the 
relationship between the number of spaces, vertices and edges for 
polyhedrons (Field notes, January 17, 2008). 

 
Mr. Parker handed students a worksheet containing 2-dimensional representations of 

polyhedrons.  The class used the worksheet to discuss possible names for the variables of 

the faces, sides and vertices. As students went to work at the task of discussing and 

debating the solution, Mr. Parker stood back, allowing the groups to wrestle with the 

same complex problem that Euler had tackled and find the solutions on their own.  Mr. 

Parker extended the students’ thinking about polyhedrons and connected what they 

already knew to what mathematicians had been discussing for centuries.  Mr. Parker 

moved with students between incorporating new knowledge and extending and 

challenging students’ existing knowledge by grounding the work students were doing 

within the framework of mathematic thinking throughout history. He wanted students to 

understand that the problems they were tackling were once on the cutting edge of 

mathematical thinking and often the subject of great controversy when they were first 
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being worked out.  “Remember this wasn’t always third grade work”.   In short, by 

addressing the mathematical complexity within topics that might not be readily apparent 

to most third graders, Mr. Parker challenged students academically.  

When discussing his desire to differentiate the curriculum to provide greater 

challenges for students who had been identified by the district as ‘gifted and talented’ he 

said, “It’s always hard cause I’m like, Man! This is good for all my kids” (Field notes, 

January 2008).  The curriculum he utilized challenged all the students and he modified 

his expectations in order to meet individual needs.  

They know they are pushing themselves, but I think most of them 
appreciate that, because if not they could do a pull out with the GT kids.  
They all should have the opportunity [for challenging curriculum].  

 
For Mr. Parker high expectations meant providing opportunities for students to challenge 

themselves.  For example, during a review of the number systems, Mr. Parker led 

students in a review of the evolution of number systems, asking them to be “experts” as 

they retraced each of the number systems starting with “cavemen” all the way through to 

the Hindu/Arabic system that is the basis of the current base ten number system.  

“Expert” students spoke accurately about each of the systems while others interjected 

information pertinent to the discussion. Mr. Parker sat in the back, allowing students to 

speak, he modified the discussion, reiterating or clarifying important points, so that 

students with insufficient knowledge and skills could gain access to and participate more 

fully in the discussion. 

Mr. Parker, like other teachers who challenged students academically, “engag[ed] 

students in cognitive conflict and then [had] discussions about conflicting viewpoints” 
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(NRC, 2000, p. 122).  He expected students to discuss important ideas and to manage 

conflict respectfully. 

You’re hopefully and especially in this class, with a lot of great math 
minds. You should have opinions about things and you should care about 
what is going on and what you are doing. And when you do that, you are 
not always going to be on the same page, exactly the ways things should 
be and there is going to conflict anytime, anytime that you have an opinion 
different than somebody else’s, it is a conflict. Now whether you make 
that into a combative or angry and mad at each other thing doesn’t have to 
be, but it can be uncomfortable cause we like to think well if we always 
just get along and never have any disagreements but it is okay to disagree 
(Field notes, January 29, 2008). 
 

This attitude about discussions and conflict was an integral part of daily lessons. He saw 

cognitive conflict and disagreement as opportunities for students to justify their reasoning 

and, by doing so, to strengthen their mathematical understanding. 

Douglas Parker also challenged his students academically by creating a 

knowledge-centered environment where students were valued and encouraged to discuss 

their ideas and take risks and where both Mr. Parker and his student could enjoy learning 

on a daily basis.  By making wise curricular choices, embracing the complexity of a topic 

and, setting high expectations for his students, Mr. Parker exemplified the traits of a good 

teacher who academically challenged his students.  Like Mr. Parker, Margaret Anderson 

and Rose Jackson also found ways to create a learning environment that challenged their 

students.   

The findings regarding the teaching practices of these three teachers in high stakes 

learning environments confirm and extend the notions of good teaching established in the 

existing literature; their goals for students extended beyond the TAKS test and they 

implemented practices which facilitated these goals. I now turn to how the TAKS test 
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impacted these teachers and the work they did with students and how they defined and 

facilitated success both for themselves and for their students.   
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Chapter 5: Finding and Defining Success 

Quality teaching contains two basic elements: good teaching and successful 

teaching (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005). While the preceding chapter focused on 

teaching practices that can be characterized as good, this chapter will focus on successful 

teaching. This research began with two foundational questions: first, how third grade 

teachers in a high-stakes learning environment implemented quality teaching practices 

that prepared students to be successful on the TAKS test and second, what other 

successes did students in these classes experience? 

Notions of success were a fundamental aspect of this research.  I had initially 

thought it would be possible to separate each teacher’s goals and ideas about the TAKS 

tests from their other goals for their students.  While it was not always the primary or 

exclusive goal for these teachers, it became clear as the findings emerged that ideas about 

the TAKS test often permeated notions of success and shaped the way each of the 

teachers defined other successes for their students and themselves.   

I had planned to briefly report the results of the TAKS test for each class and the 

three focal students within those classes and then discuss the other successes that students 

in each class experienced.  Instead, as the findings emerged, the ways that teachers 

thought about and defined success was complicated and muddled.  What did emerge 

clearly through my analysis of the data were the unique ways each of these teachers 

facilitated students’ achievement of the goals they had for them.  In the following 

sections I will address the notions of success and the successes each teacher facilitated 

and the unique ways that each teacher accomplished their goals. 
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SUCCESSFUL TEACHING- NOTIONS OF STUDENTS’ SUCCESS 

Each teacher prepared students for the state mandated TAKS tests, which students 

took in early March, and all felt pressure to ensure students were successful. But these 

pressures where influenced greatly by the particular contexts in which these teachers 

worked. Using a social constructivist framework was particularly useful in understanding 

how each of the teachers defined student success as it allowed for including how the 

context impacted each teacher’s ideas about success for students. For Ms. Jackson and 

Ms. Anderson, who worked in urban schools, definitions of success included all students 

passing the TAKS test. This confirms findings by several researchers (Booher-Jennings, 

2005; McNeil, 2000 & Valenzuela, 1999) about the considerable impact of high-stakes 

tests on teaching and learning in schools where students are “at-risk” for failure.  For Mr. 

Parker, working in the context of an affluent suburban school, success meant all students 

receiving ‘Commended Performance’ on the TAKS test. According to the Texas 

Education Association (2007) this means, “High academic achievement; considerably 

above state passing standard; a thorough understanding of the TEKS reading curriculum.”   

It became clear during data collection that the TAKS test impacted teaching and learning 

in this affluent context as well. 

The TAKS results were easy to quantify and report. Most, but not all, of the 

students were successful on the TAKS test in March. Understanding the significance of 

these results to the teachers and their students was a more complicated task.  Each of the 

teachers framed a significant portion of their discussions about student success around 

these results, and yet, they wanted more from their students and themselves.  In the 
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following section, I address how each of the teachers defined success for themselves and 

their students. 

Ms. Jackson 

Ms. Jackson stated two primary goals for students: one, to read on or above grade 

level and two, to be hard workers. She structured her teaching to ensure her students were 

successful readers and hard workers. She believed that these two qualities would ensure 

students’ success beyond the classroom and on the TAKS test as well.   

Something they start off with is a struggle and then by the end of the year 
you see that they have actually mastered different skills. By the end of the 
year I want them all reading on or above grade level and I write that down, 
when we do the parent-teacher conference that is a goal and those who are 
extremely low, I even tell their parents I want them reading on grade level 
or I want them performing at grade level, to be able to do math, social 
studies, science and just enjoy learning… I can’t really say that I think I 
teach to a test because I don’t. I just like going through the skills with 
them and finding different games for them to do for the week and just 
planning out the week, where I try to make it engaging and fun for them. I 
mean these are different skills that are for good readers (Interview, 
November 11, 2007). 
 

While Ms. Jackson didn’t “teach to the test”, she adhered closely to the district 

curriculum and used the scripted lessons required by the Reading First Grant.  Delpit 

(1995) noted, “[Minority] students need technical skills to open doors, but they need to be 

able to think critically and creatively to participate in meaningful and potentially 

liberating work inside these doors” (p. 19).  Ms. Jackson stressed the technical skills of 

reading and learning. She believed that when students were readers and learners they 

would be able to confidently open doors, but like Delpit (1995), Ms. Jackson was aware 

of the need for students to be able to think critically and creatively in order to fully 
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experience success.  She recognized and celebrated progress and challenged and inspired 

her students to achieve beyond the state’s goals for them.   

Ms Jackson looked for and found success in the daily work of her students.  

She had an “overriding belief that students [came] to school with knowledge and that 

knowledge must be explored and utilized in order for students to become high achievers” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1997 p. 52). Ladson-Billings (1997) called this processing “mining”, 

noting that good teaching entails “digging knowledge out of students”.  Ms. Jackson was 

aware of the academic knowledge that each child brought to school and capitalized on it. 

Arnold is really brilliant…you should see him at math time, but he is a 
struggling reader and I wish you could…when he came in he was reading 
19 words per minute and this is third grade.  I could have cried. You 
know, but we’ve gotten him so far, but like last week he did like 50 
something  [words per minute] so, we’re pushing (Interview, April 23, 
2008).    
  

Arnold’s increasing fluency was one measure of his success as a reader and Ms. Jackson 

celebrated it, and built on it. She believed Arnold could achieve the goals she had for 

him, inspired him to set high goals for himself and worked with him to achieve these 

goals.  She worked with him daily in small group, and he was also a part of another small 

group taught by the campus reading specialist. Ms. Jackson did not think of Arnold in 

terms of his reading weakness; she recognized the knowledge he brought with him to 

school and his comprehension skills. For example, when the group was reading a non-

fiction text about tornadoes, Ms. Jackson capitalized on Arnold’s knowledge.  As the 

class attempted to define the word “water spout”, Arnold began to explain the concept 

using the appropriate vocabulary and examples from real life. Ms. Jackson further quieted 

the class asking, “Do you know where Arnold gets all that information? He listens and 

picks it up everywhere”. She reminded them to pay attention to everything the way that 
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Arnold did.  Ms. Jackson celebrated the successes students achieved during the year and 

those they brought with them to school. 

Shortly after I left her classroom, I received an email from Ms. Jackson, 

celebrating the successes students had experienced recently.  

I was giving the children an assessment and I thought I wish Beth were 
here so I could show her [Joe's] work.  Then when [Jamal] spelled 
"imagination" for the entire class today, I was so proud.  I said I wish Beth 
could see this.  I missed you today (Email, December 4, 2007).    
 

Ms. Jackson stressed each child’s successes; each day the class celebrated learning as it 

happened, like when a normally reluctant student volunteered to read, a student improved 

his fluency or spelled a new word or knew how to explain a new concept to others. 

While these successes where important, Ms. Jackson knew the TAKS test served 

as the ultimate measure for whether specific students were reading at grade level.  At the 

beginning of the school year, Ms. Jackson expressed concern about several students she 

felt were struggling academically. Twelve of the 15 students in her class were reading 

below grade level according to the Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA), an 

individual reading assessment (Beaver & Carter, 2003) administered at the beginning of 

the school year by teachers in the district.  Arnold, one of the focal students, was reading 

at a first grade level. When asked directly about which students might not pass the TAKS 

test, Ms. Jackson expressed concern about Arnold, and several others, and believed as 

many as 6 students might not pass the first administration of the TAKS test. One student 

had already been retained in third grade, and she did not want to see him retained again. 

All of these students were in tutoring groups and received small group reading instruction 

daily (Interview, October 23, 2007).  
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In March on the first administration of the TAKS test, thirteen of Ms. Jackson’s 

sixteen students passed the test. Ms. Jackson was surprised that Ana, the focal student 

who had scored in the average range on the DRA had not passed. 

Ana [didn’t pass], which was amazing because she should have. Well, this 
is why the TAKS test is so unfair… the day of the test she had a total 
meltdown and she said, “I can’t do it! I can’t do it! This is too hard!” So it 
is a snap shot of one day and so on one day she just lost it. 
 

She went on to explain about the other students who had not passed.   

Jamal. He would not read it, I watched him and he sat there, he wasn’t 
even reading he was just marking answers and Isaiah did not get serious 
about that test until 11:30 then he… you know how slow Isaiah works, so 
he didn’t get to go home until 4:30 that day. He missed [passing] by one 
[question]. Just one and he would have passed (Interview April 22, 2008).   
 

Ms. Jackson in explaining each of the these failures looked beyond the students’ ability, 

she noted refusal to participate, the unfairness of the test, and exhaustion, but she 

remained confident that each student could have passed if the circumstances had been 

different. She looked beyond the TAKS test as a measure of success for her students.  

Arnold, the focal student Ms. Jackson had identified as one of the lowest 

achieving in reading in her class, had passed with 75%.  Ms. Jackson reminded me had 

begun third grade reading only 19 words a minute, just one indicator of his struggles with 

reading. Ms. Jackson counted his success as one of the highpoints of her year.  Renee, the 

focal student selected as the highest performing student, had missed only two and earned 

a “Commended Performance.”   

The TAKS scores were one aspect of the successes Ms. Jackson’s students 

experienced, but much of her discussion of success was framed around the notion of 

“reading on grade level”.   When asked if she felt she had been successful this year, Ms. 
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Jackson pointed out that her goals had been accomplished but then challenged herself and 

her students to do more. She commented,  

I think everybody is reading on grade level. I really do. And I think we got 
there. It wasn’t easy but we got there. Everybody’s reading on grade level 
and you know the things, the other thing I wish I could have worked more, 
which I still do every day is fluency” (Interview April 23, 2008).  
 

Ms. Jackson was pleased with the accomplishments of the entire class in meeting this 

goal.  She recognized the hard work it had taken for them to achieve these goals, but she 

continued to challenge herself to do more for her students and ask more from them and 

herself. 

When Ms. Jackson reflected on her greatest success, like others engaged in 

quality teaching (Allington & Johnston, 2002), she “reported it was the daily small 

success of individual students that fostered [her] passion for teaching and fueled [her] 

continuing quest for self-improvement” (p. 4).  She stated, 

I am just so proud of [Arnold].  For someone to walk through the door in 
third grade reading 19 words per minute. And now, let me tell you. He is 
[reading] 82 and we are still going. And I think he will get even 
higher…he can comprehend anything when he reads it and he is stronger 
in math than his reading (Interview April 23, 2008).   

 
For Ms. Jackson, while she framed his success in part by his achievement on the TAKS 

test, it was seeing Arnold becoming the student she believed him to be that brought her 

the most satisfaction as a teacher.  It was these expectations that drove her to continue to 

challenge her students once the test was behind them. She always expected more from 

them and herself. 

Ms. Jackson facilitated each child’s success and did not settle for less than 

students’ best effort.  She helped students to recognize their own growth and strive to be 

the person she knew they could be.  She was able to do this because she was a hard 
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worker, who recognized and celebrated her own successes. Ms. Jackson’s ideas about 

success were influenced by her desire to see her students succeed in world around them. 

Like other African American teachers, she seemed to say to her students, “I’ve heard 

your song loud and clear, now I want to teach you to harmonize with the rest of the 

world” (Delpit, 1995, p. 18).  Ms. Jackson’s “insistence on skills was not a negation of 

her students’ ability, but an acknowledgement of it:  ‘you know a lot; you can learn more. 

Do It Now!’” (p. 18). For example, her frequent refrain, “You can do better than that.” 

Ms. Jackson expected success from her students and herself, and she was not 

disappointed. 

Ms. Anderson 

Ms. Anderson had three goals for her students: first, preparing students for 

participation in both the public and private worlds (Dewey, 1938; Noddings, 1983), 

second, helping students navigate the social world of the classroom; and finally, helping 

students succeed on Texas’ high-stakes tests. 

Ms. Anderson wanted her students to be prepared for the future and be ready for 

whatever challenges they might pursue.  She believed preparing students for full and 

active participation in the larger world around them (Noddings, 2003) was her primary 

responsibility.  She noted, 

The most important thing for me is that they will be successful when they 
leave my classroom, that they will learn things that they can take with 
them into the world to whatever they want to do, whether they go on to 
college or whether they choose a trade, or stay at home and be a mom. 
Whatever they do, that they’ll know that they are capable of doing what 
they want to do and achieving great things” (Interview October 23, 2007).   
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Dewey noted the importance of teaching students “how to utilize the surroundings, 

physical and social, that exist so as to extract from them all that they have to contribute to 

building experiences that are worthwhile” (p. 38).  Ms. Anderson believed that what 

happened in her classroom had the potential to impact the options students had and the 

choices they made.    

For Ms. Anderson helping students to be successful in the social world of the 

classroom was closely tied to her goal for their future success. This goal for students like 

the first was process oriented and long term, it was important to celebrate the progress 

each student made.  

I feel socially we have definitely come a long way, so I feel like a lot of 
those goals like citizenship and safety and emotional issues… goals in that 
area have been… we have seen progress there (Interview, April 17, 2008). 
 

She mentioned that sometimes the student’s progress was difficult for her to measure, 

especially because she spent each day with her students. 

I don’t always see it, because I spend every day with them, but when my 
student teacher from the fall comes back to see them or to sub. She always 
talks about how at the beginning of the year so and so [Drew] couldn’t 
play at recess, he just couldn’t figure out how to play without tackling 
somebody or having to sit out and now they play together and just little 
things like that (Interview April 17, 2008).   
 

She mentioned that after the student teacher had pointed it out, she noticed that the class 

was able to spend more time playing together at recess and having better conversations at 

their morning meetings as well. While it was often difficult to see these successes, at 

other times the progress could be measured easily, as when Ms. Anderson spoke about a 

student’s own recognition of the progress he had made as a writer over the course of the 

year. 
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Like one of my little guys this morning walked in and showed me the 
[reading] response he did last night and he said, ‘I was talking to my 
momma about how I am just going to be a better writer and I am just 
doing so much more writing than I did at the beginning of the year’. That 
is a big one for me. When they are aware of it, that’s big and also their 
parents, when their parents, we are having conferences, when their parents 
can say, ‘my kid likes to read and they pick up a book at home and they 
didn’t do that before.’  (Interview April 17, 2003). 

 
While this success was academic and different from the above social gains, both of these 

successes were tied to a broader definition of success. Ms. Anderson was pleased not 

only with the student’s improved writing ability but that the student and his mother had 

recognized the success and celebrated it.   

When Ms. Anderson noted the success of which she was the most proud, she 

mentioned Drew and his developing maturity and participation in the classroom 

community. 

[He] had a real rough start at the beginning of the year. Just not knowing 
how to be a part of the community and getting office referrals every week 
and just very aggressive and very… like watching him learn to be a part of 
the classroom and to learn to play with the other kids and to share 
things…those are big moments to celebrate you know, just the differences 
in him. 
 

Drew’s growth as a productive member of the classroom community stood out most to 

her.  Noddings (1992) in her work on caring in schools noted the essential nature of 

friendships and the importance of guiding children to develop and maintain friendships.  

Drew, with help from both Ms. Anderson and his classmates, had learned how to better 

care for himself and others.  

Ms. Anderson acknowledged that in spite of her other goals and successes, it was 

important to her to help students succeed on standardized assessments. She began the 

year with seven of her sixteen students reading below grade level according to the DRA.  



110 

“I had five that I had been worried about and that we had been doing all the interventions 

for, all year tutoring and reading specialist and stuff” (Interview April 22, 2008).  For Ms. 

Anderson success on the TAKS test was more than passing a test, it was navigating a 

standards-based accountability system, students similar to Ms. Anderson’s have not fared 

well with (Valenzuela, 2004)  Ms. Anderson stated. 

The reality of our school system is that they need to be able to navigate 
and be successful on things like the TAKS test or as they get older SAT or 
ACT and whatever it takes to get into college. So that is a part of [helping 
students be successful], that is a part of our society and so I want them to 
realize that even though those tests are maybe not created for them to be 
successful on.  In my mind anyway, they will learn to navigate them so 
that, they are not hindered by that (interview, October 23, 2007). 

 
She noted that regardless of the equity issues surrounding the TAKS test (Valencia et al., 

2000), students’ success on this test would effect not only how they felt about themselves 

as learners but their future successes.  Furthermore, she noted the importance of each 

student’s success on the TAKS test for how they saw themselves as learners.  

And another thing is just their self-efficacy and just how they feel about 
themselves. I want them to know that they are capable of lots of things and 
to never feel like they can’t do something, or don’t know enough or don’t 
have the right experiences but that they know that they’re capable of 
whatever they want to do. 
 

Here she framed testing as an obstacle that students must overcome and a way for 

students to feel capable, she thus connected the test to her other goals for students, while 

at the same time resisting standardized notions of success (Booher-Jennings, 2005; 

Goldstein, 2008; Hatch, 2005). It was important to Ms. Anderson to look beyond the 

immediate goal of the high-stakes test and provide a more meaningful explanation for 

herself and her students.   
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In Ms. Anderson’s class, all but two students passed the TAKS test in March. 

Drew, and the other two focal students, Lucy and Stuart passed the test. Of the five 

students Ms. Anderson mentioned in our first interview, whom she believed might not 

pass the test, three passed on the first attempt. She spoke about their success on the test, 

framing it is a measure of their hard work. For Ms. Anderson, the lesson these students 

had learned about the reward of hard work was the success.   

When of those five little guys [who I thought might not pass], three passed 
their test and worked so hard and KNEW they were sitting right there on 
the border [of passing] to tell them that they pulled it off and that their 
hard work paid off, I think is a big deal.  Not because it’s the test or 
whatever but just because it is a measure that shows them, you know this 
thing we have been talking about and having tutoring because of, you 
know they hear so much about it and it’s like all of that paid off, You did 
it! You’re done with that! You know?   
 

She celebrated this success and then noted, “some kids make that transition [to the test 

format] well and other kids may be doing really strong in their reading and have a hard 

time transitioning to the test format.”  She then explained why she believed one specific 

student had been unsuccessful; she resisted the test as a measure of the student’s 

academic ability 

And then one of my two, [who will] retest, I think it is more of an anxiety thing 
than an ability thing, she has lots of anxiety problems and definitely does not like 
the test. And so we are hoping to overcome that so she can pass this time, but 
that’s her bigger thing to overcome rather than the academic (Interview, April 17, 
2008). 

 

Here Ms. Anderson explained the results of the test being related to factors unrelated to 

the student’s academic ability; emphasizing instead test anxiety.  She knew that helping 

this student to be successful on the TAKS test was a necessary hurdle, and focused her 

energy on helping the student learn how to deal with the anxiety that this hurdle created.  



112 

While Ms. Anderson celebrated the students’ successful navigation the TAKS 

tests, she was the most proud of students’ achievement of the goals she had for them to be 

safe, productive members of a classroom community, who were prepared to make the 

most of the choices they had. 

Mr. Parker 

Understanding the context in which Mr. Parker taught was essential in examining 

how he defined success for his students and how the context impacted his teaching.  Mr. 

Parker taught in an affluent neighborhood where students consistently achieved high 

scores on the TAKS test. While he included passing the TAKS test as one measure of 

success, he stressed that his goals for students were to master the curriculum and to 

develop their social skills.   

Mr. Parker began his discussion of success by explaining how the state of Texas 

defined success.  

Well, certainly the state of Texas says how well they do on the T-A-K-S. 
So that is one [way to measure success]. That tells us how us well they 
seem to have… maybe in a very narrow way, mastered the curriculum of 
third grade, so that is A [stressed] way. And so you can have that part of it. 
(Interview, January 22, 2008). 

 
Mr. Parker recognizing that the TAKS test was the state’s primary method of determining 

content mastery, but he believed that defining success as passing a test was not sufficient. 

He wasn’t satisfied with this measure of success and wanted more from himself and his 

students.  

In developing a deeper understanding of the school context, an interview with the 

principal offered a contrasting notion of the importance of the test.  While Brown 
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elementary consistently achieved an “exemplary” rating from the Texas Education 

Association (TEA, 2008), it was clear that the principal at Brown defined success as 

maintaining the same level of students achieving “commended performance”. 

For the most part unless there is just some major disaster we are pretty 
sure [that all students will pass the test.] You know as best we can, we will 
be there at least have that 90 or above [commended performance] to 
maintain where we are.  But it is moving up those ‘commended levels’ 
that is really a challenge.  And really and truly the TAKS test is kind of 
strange; it is not that you know more. It is not that there is a deeper 
understanding or higher-level questions to get commended. It is just you 
answer two more questions correctly. Right? Well, what does that mean in 
the scope of things? (Interview, April 22, 2008). 
 

The principal’s critique and his questions were countered by a clear message that success 

on the TAKS was important both for students and teachers. While the principal 

questioned the value of answering more questions correctly, he also stressed that the job 

of the principal was to do whatever it takes to ensure that students were passing the test. 

Later in the interview he compared his job as principal of Brown to other principals in the 

district and his former job at a less affluent school  

I will give you an example for TAKS time. We don’t do a lot of what 
other schools maybe do, just to get kids prepared. I used to do the same 
things cause I had too, I mean. Anything, I can do to help you do better on 
this test. I WILL! (Interview, April 22, 2008).  

 
While the principal stressed that he wasn’t concerned about the students at his school 

passing the TAKS test and even questioned the value of earning a “commended 

performance”, he affirmed the standardized definitions of success as an important part of 

the school culture by stating that if necessary he would do anything to insure students’ 

success on the TAKS test.  He stressed the importance of high achievement on the TAKS 

test, particularly in third grade. When asked about the role of third grade teachers, he tied 
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the job of teachers immediately to student success on the TAKS test. The principal 

responded to the question: 

I think [third grade teachers] have a very important role. That is the first 
TAKS year. And a lot falls on their shoulders because those kids… you 
know we hear a lot at this school, that is the year that our kids, some of it 
may be parent pressure, it just may be us pressuring them, although we 
really don’t talk about the TAKS very much here. That they develop a 
sense of anxiety, a lot of kids do in third grade. 

 
When asked whether it was a general school anxiety or one specifically related to testing, 

the principal immediately responded, 

TESTING. Testing. Because that is the first year that they have take that 
BIG test so you know [the third grade teachers] try to do some practice 
things and break it apart and try to ease [students’ anxiety], so it is a 
VERY important year (Interview, April 22, 2008).   
 

This statement stands in sharp contrast to the earlier statement about not having to do 

much to prepare students. While citing the parents’ role in creating students’ anxiety, the 

principal stressed that the TAKS results were important and that preparing students for 

the TAKS test was the first job of third grade teachers. The principal sent a clear message 

that the TAKS test played an important role in the school culture and that maintaining the 

school’s academic ranking was essential.   

It is unclear how much of this pressure Mr. Parker felt, but his classroom did not 

reflect pressure to focus his teaching on preparing students for the TAKS test. He did not 

use it as a measure to define success for his students and himself.  When asked about his 

students’ performance on the TAKS test, he was matter-of-fact, “They all passed; I had 

23 kids [in my reading class] and 20 got “commended [performance]”. I would have 

liked to have had 100 percent or definitely 90 at the grade level, but with the test getting 

more difficult, the results were not the same as last year”. All three of the focal students, 
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Liz, Denise and Stacey received ‘commended performance’.  Mr. Parker commented 

about the students who had scored below the “commended” range. 

One student came in January, so I haven't had her all year.  I feel like if 
she'd been with me all year, we would have done better.  One was in a 
small group, that shouldn't have been in a small group.  I'm not sure how 
she ended up in there.  I think she should have been… and one kid, we just 
struggled with all year to get him to pass.  He was one away from 
commended, so…(Interview April 22, 2008).  

 
Mr. Parker shared the responsibility for these results and for two of the students located 

the reasons for their scores outside the ability of the students. In this statement Mr. Parker 

pointed out again the narrowness of the TAKS as a measure of student success and 

looked to other measures. While he worked hard to make sure students were successful 

on the TAKS test, he worked harder to make sure that students were growing up and 

facing new challenges with increased confidence.  

Mr. Parker placed the TAKS test within his definition of success, but his 

definition extended beyond the test to include students’ development in other areas and 

his own growth and development as a teacher. When Mr. Parker spoke about what it 

meant for his students to be successful, he had two objectives: mastering the curriculum 

and second developing social skills.  

You want to see that growth. You want to see that these kids have 
fundamentally changed in some ways and grown and so curricularly, yes 
and emotionally and what not. And just… and for third grade too, it’s how 
much more independent can they be. Can they solve more of their own 
problems? Are they looking for an adult to do that for them, or can they do 
that more [on their own]?  

 
It was important to Mr. Parker that his students took on the responsibility for their own 

behavior and learning. “I think [independence] is such a huge skill, but success is just 

different for every kid.”  He recognized that while some skills were important for all 
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students, measuring success would be different for each child.  As the NAEYC (2009) 

noted, “[The teacher’s] knowledge also tells them that specific groups of children and the 

individual children in any group always will be the same in some ways but different in 

others (p. 9).  Mr. Parker utilized his knowledge about his students both as a group and as 

individuals to inform his notions of success.  

When Mr. Parker discussed students’ growth and successes over the course of the 

year, he asked a series of questions.  

Do you feel like at the end of a year they are at a better place than they 
came, not just as a student, but as a person as well? Did you see at least a 
years worth of growth in them from how they came in? If they were 
having peer issues, are they having fewer peer issues? (Interview, January 
22, 2008). 

 
Mr. Parker resisted a single best goal for all students, recognizing that the goals for each 

child must be related to the needs of that child.  The NAEYC (2009) noted that  “to be 

effective, teachers must get to know each child in the group well… teachers make plans 

and adjustments to promote each child’s individual development and learning as fully as 

possible” (p. 9).  Mr. Parker recognized individual students’ needs and struggles and 

defined success accordingly.   

Some kids are going through major things at home, then your success for 
them is, are they surviving in a way that is positive for them and that 
might be what you’re really focusing on. It could be that you have 
improved your reading even though you are still struggling with reading 
and can’t pass TAKS, but did we get you along the continuum? You 
know, so that can be a success (Interview, January 22, 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker viewed success as helping students “survive in positive ways”, not just 

learning new content but tackling new challenges, weathering major life events and 

managing changes.  
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Mr. Parker encouraged students to recognize their accomplishments and to 

celebrate their progress and that of their peers.  For example, when students moved into a 

into new learning groups, Mr. Parker had students take a moment to reflect on the time 

they had spent with their old group and then offer each of their group members a 

compliment.  “I want you to leave on a positive note.”  He explains the importance of 

maintaining relationships and allows students time to reflect and then offer each other 

some positive feedback about their work together as a group.  He then began listing the 

new table assignments. After students settled into new groups Mr. Parker gave students 

another job.   

In a moment, you're going to share with your table one thing that you're 
going to contribute to the table in the next couple of weeks that we're 
together. Now, you can contribute many other things.  But what do you 
think the strength is?  What do you think? You don't have to say, ‘I'm 
really good at…’ You can say, ‘I'm going to try to make sure that we get 
the materials every day.  I'm going to try to be a very good problem solver 
and help each other out.  I'm going to try whatever’, to just say that's your 
strength and you're really going to bring something to the table that's 
going to be helpful to the table (Field notes, January 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker continued exhorting students about the importance of celebrating what they 

did well, and reminded them that he knew this task might be difficult for some of them. 

While focused on celebrating success, this exercise also built community. Recent 

research (NRC, 2000) noted that this type of community is important for learning.  

“Especially important are norms for people learning from one another and continually 

attempting to improve” (p. 144).  He stressed to students that it wasn’t bragging to feel 

good about their accomplishments. 

It's hard because now you have to say something nice about yourself.  You 
have to admit that you do things well, that you have good qualities.  Can 
you all do that?  It's hard to say that sometimes, isn't it?  It's hard to do that 
because sometimes we get in the whole thing like it's braggy.  And it's not 
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braggy to say, ‘I'm good at this, and what-not’.  It's not braggy at all.  You 
should be proud of your accomplishments.  It's braggy when you try to 
make other people feel bad about what you can do, or if you try to say, 
"Well, I'm good at this and you're not".  That's kind of braggy. 
 

Mr. Parker wanted students to understand the difference between celebrating their 

successes and bragging.  He emphasized this point by speaking about his recent 

accomplishment of earning National Board Certification and the banner that decorated 

his door.   Mr. Parker told his students about the hard work he had done to improve his 

practice and continued to study and work to better meet the needs of his student and be 

the kind of teacher he believed he could be.  He honestly shared his excitement and sense 

of accomplishment with the students and used that to help students understand what it 

meant to celebrate their own successes.  

I thought about, for instance, my congratulations over there.  I kind of 
worried about that when I got National Boards, because I was concerned 
that people would think it was braggy.  But I did earn National Boards.  I 
did it.  I wasn't saying I was better than anybody else when I did that.  I 
told them it's not about being the best teacher or better than anybody else.  
It's about teaching well and thinking about how to teach well.  And any 
teacher can do that.  Any teacher can do that.  So I thought about that and I 
left that stuff up because I was proud of myself for that, and you should be 
too.  It's not braggy to celebrate your accomplishments.  You should be 
proud of that (Field notes January 28, 2008). 
 

For Mr. Parker this statement accomplished several important purposes; it helped 

students understand that personal achievements were important to adults and students 

alike, that celebrating success and feeling good about accomplishments and abilities was 

an important component of learning, and that learning was a part of life, even for adults.  

Mr. Parker celebrated his progress and success as a teacher.  When asked about 

successes during the year he commented on his personal accomplishments, achieving 
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National Board Certification and implementing guided reading (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996) 

for the first time. When discussing implementing guided reading, he noted,  

I'm very excited about what the kids are doing, and especially with the 
guided reading and really pulling those groups and working better with the 
kids and I think you just – you make a better connection to kids and what 
you're reading and all of that.  So I've really liked that (interview, April 22, 
2008). 

 
For Mr. Parker one element of his success as a teacher was making better connections 

with students and helping them connect with literature.  Block, Oaker and Hurt (2002) 

found that highly successful teachers “developed highly effective instructional 

repertoires” (p. 182). Mr. Parker worked to improve his teaching practices and his 

students’ experiences with literature, but he also enjoyed taking risks, expanding his 

teaching repertoire and witnessing the resulting students’ successes.  

In sum, Ms. Jackson, Ms. Anderson and Mr. Parker, while working in high-stakes 

learning environments, implemented quality teaching practices that equipped their 

students with the knowledge and skills to pass the TAKS test. Beyond success on the 

TAKS test, they put forth other goals for students and challenged their students and 

themselves to achieve even these goals as well.  They celebrated successes that were easy 

to measure, like passing the TAKS test (or receiving a commended performance) and 

successes difficult to measure like making it through recess without a time-out, 

volunteering to read aloud for the first time or implementing a new teaching strategy.  

Each of the teachers examined in this research demonstrated quality teaching as found in 

the literature and students in their classes experienced numerous successes. This work 

extends the work done by Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) adding a unique feature 

to address, which is how teachers extend notions of success to include their teaching 
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practices and personalities. This section examined the types of successes students and 

teachers experienced, but my research question also asked how those engaged in quality 

teaching facilitated various successes, the following section focuses on the unique ways 

that each teacher facilitated various successes in his/her classrooms.    

UNIQUE TEACHING 

Each teacher orchestrated his/her classroom around what he/she believed was 

important and relied on deep professional knowledge and the other elements of quality 

teaching found in the literature and examined in the proceeding chapter. In addition, each 

teacher brought his/her own unique personality to the classroom and capitalized on 

his/her natural strengths to meet the challenges particular to the students he/she taught 

and the larger school context. The teachers referred to these strengths as their 

personalities and it influenced the way each teacher enacted the curriculum and built 

relationships with his/her students.  While the term quality teaching discussed in the 

preceding sections identified what each teacher did in the classroom, this section 

examines how each teacher enacted those practices and the successes students 

experienced as a result.  This section examines the internal categories that emerged from 

the data.  Rose Jackson’s practices will be examined through the lens of “othermothing” 

(Case, 1997).  Margaret Anderson’s practices will be examined through her enactment of 

a “third-space” (Cook, 2005; Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995; Moje, et al, 2004), and 

finally Douglas Parker’s practices will examined using Dewey’s notion of life long 

learners.  These traits were anchors that linked each teacher’s daily acts of good and 

successful teaching together in a coherent fashion. 
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ROSE JACKSON – “OTHERMOTHERING” 

Ms. Jackson, in her 14th year of teaching, was authentic, confident and prepared 

for her work in the classroom, but more than that she loved her children.  “I love these 

children. They are my children.” Watching her teach, it was hard to imagine her doing 

anything else.  Although she had a degree in business administration and had worked 

managing government documents at a university law school; she felt unsatisfied with this 

job.  

I told my husband, ‘I really want to teach’, I said, ‘I’ve always wanted to 
teach.’ My sister is a teacher, and she would tell me about her day and 
different things that she did and the kids that she touched and I said, ‘I 
want to teach’… I really wanted to do something; I wanted to be a teacher 
to give back. (Interview, November 11, 2007). 
   

Originally from Chicago she grew up “living in a housing project with a lot of gangs and 

violence, where school was a haven.”  She earned a master’s degree in education while 

continuing her work as an office manager.   

When she completed her student teaching in an affluent suburban school, she 

went back to teach in the school where she had been a student.  Her teachers had guided 

her life, her involvement with her students, and her educational philosophy. “My greatest 

belief is I treat every child like they are my own, you know.  There’ nothing… I wouldn’t 

do to anything to these kids that I wouldn’t do to my own.” Ms. Jackson identified herself 

as a mother to her children at school, the same as her children at home.   

 Jordan (1991 as cited in Case 1997) defined mothering as the “attentiveness and 

emotional responsivity to the other as an intrinsic, ongoing aspect of one's own 

experience”(p. 36).   Case clarified, “This definition links mothering to the engagement 

of African American educators to the urban children they serve in elementary-school 
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classrooms”(p. 27).  Foster (1993) called this way of being ‘othermothering’, noting it 

was evidenced by ‘connectedness’ with ones’ community of origin and an understanding 

that “African American children are not likely to excel unless they can feel a sense of 

connection and identification with the school and the school personnel assigned to serve 

them” (Foster, 1993, p. 102).  Ms. Jackson assigned herself to these students and 

identified with them as an othermother just as her teachers been othermothers to her.   

She also enacted othermothering by creating a rigorous academic environment and 

expecting more from herself and her students. 

Becoming an othermother 

Central to Rose Jackson’s enactment of othermothering were her own experiences 

growing up with teachers as othermothers. She spoke fondly of her experiences as a 

student in an urban school and the teachers that impacted her life.   

I had really great teachers who cared and who took a lot of time.  The first 
time I ever ate in a really nice restaurant, one of my teachers took me. I 
had never been to a nice restaurant and she took me to this place called 
‘Swedish Manor’ and she’d tell us about how you can have things, you 
can eat in nice restaurants…she showed us how to use our silverware, you 
know things like that (Interview, November 11, 2007).  
 

Ms. Jackson laughed as she remembered her teachers and their role as othermothers. Case 

(1997) notes that the “confidence and self-respect [an othermother] instills in the children 

of her classroom has a direct relationship to the mothering she received as a child” (p. 

35).  Ms. Jackson made it clear that she responded to students in the same way that her 

teachers had responded to her, as an othermother. In our first interview she emphasized 

the experiences and relationships these teachers had developed with her. 
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I had another teacher who would take us home with her on weekends and 
we’d get to have other experiences, things that we didn’t get to experience 
by living where we were living in our environment (Interview, November 
11, 2007). 
 

She had a connectedness with her teachers that went ‘above and beyond’ traditional 

expectations for teacher student relationships (Guiffrida, 2005).  Guiffrida (2005) found 

African American college students’ relationships with faculty members, who were 

“interested in and advocated for students in their academic and personal lives” (p. 710), 

were key to students’ success. These othermothers took on a “comprehensive role” (p. 

715) in students’ lives, “leading by example, providing tutoring, encouragement, and 

pushing them to reach their full academic potential an their counselors by listening to 

their academic and personal problems, supporting them, and giving them sound advice” 

(p. 715).  Growing up Ms. Jackson had othermothers and benefitted from these 

relationships.  She made it her goal to relate to her students in the same ways. 

Othermothering- going “above and beyond” 

Guiffrida (2005) argues that the idea of teachers going above and beyond what is 

typically expected from teachers is key in being identified as student-centered by African 

American college students. He found that these professors who impacted the lives of their 

students were interested in students’ academic and personal problems and “invested time 

patiently listening to students to understand their fears, dreams and goals” (Guiffrida, 

2005, p 708).  Ms. Jackson invested time listening to her students and encouraging them 

to reach their full potential. While discussing jobs in small group one day Ana said she 

was going to be a teacher when she grew up and explained why. Ms. Jackson smiled and 
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encouraged her, “I’ve got faith in you. You can do it.”  She was invested in the dreams of 

each child and her desire for their success went beyond the classroom.   

As Case (1997) notes othermothers attempt to fulfill the needs of students beyond 

the academic, they do this “out of a sense of responsibility, clear-sighted attachment, and 

attentive love” (p. 36). Ms. Jackson often extended academic lessons to include lessons 

about life. For example, one morning as she explained an asterisk and how it was used; 

she pointed out that the students could look to the bottom of the page and find the 

definition to an unfamiliar word. She then added, “You’ve got to learn to use everything 

that is given to you, it will make you stronger in reading and in life.”  It was important to 

Ms. Jackson that students recognize what was being given to them. Ms. Jackson tied 

together the immediate goal of using an asterisk to understand an unknown word, with 

reminding students the importance of using whatever resources were available in tasks 

beyond reading.  

While she believed the job of hard work belonged to her students, she identified 

with them and knew it was her job to make sure students were learning and understood 

why learning was important. 

When they first come in they’ve got some work habits that are just awful 
and sometimes drives me crazy, but by the end of the year I usually get 
them, because that’s the expectation. You work and you do what you are 
supposed to do, that is your only job in here is to learn. Your job is to 
learn and … it’s for YOU! (Interview, November 7, 2007).  

 
Ms. Jackson understood that learning was the job of the student, but expanded her job 

beyond teaching students the content required for success in third grade to the skills 

needed for success in life.  Foster (1993) found that extending notions of success was a 

key element of othermothering; stating, “pedagogy cannot be limited to academics but 
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must deal with the political, social and economic circumstances of children’s lives and 

communities” (p. 118) 

 Ms. Jackson’s relationships were guided by the affective domain and “forged a 

direct link between the lessons learned from [othermothers] and the “othermothering” 

activities engaged in within the classroom” (Case, 1997, p. 37).   She was invested in her 

students “psychosocial and emotional development” (Case, 1997, p. 31) Ms. Jackson was 

invested in each child’s [self-esteem] as well as their academic success 

One of the first things I always do is I tell you that you have to believe in 
yourself, you know and tell them a lot and I tell them that they are smart 
and that they have different talents and different strengths and weaknesses 
but you have to believe that you can do anything and that’s always the 
way I’ve been (interview November 7, 2007).  
 

Ms. Jackson “set firm expectations for the children” (Case, 1997, p. 31) as a means of 

empowering them. She made her high expectations clear to students, “I want your 

behavior to be exemplary; I want you to be the best you can be” (Field notes, November 

1, 2007).  Her expectation not only communicated her desire to see students be their best; 

it communicated her belief that they were capable of whatever challenge was before them 

(Guiffrida, 2005).  

Ms. Jackson had a tenacious belief in students’ ability to succeed at whatever task 

they attempted (Case, 1997).  She reminded students; “It is hard; so you have to practice. 

I’ve got faith in you; you can do it.”  When returning a district assessment she told the 

students, “Our scores weren’t as high. I think it is because it was non-fiction. There were 

three people who didn’t pass. These people didn’t take their time. Sometimes you just 

have off days. There is not a person in here who can’t do this.” She reminded them that 

hard work led to success and they were capable, but also that one failure did not define 
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them.  She stressed the students’ ability to be successful. “I want you to understand 

something. You can learn this vocabulary. You have to pay attention.”  Ms. Jackson 

relentlessly reminded students that they were capable and resisted complaints to the 

contrary. Because of this, students worked hard to be the people she knew them to be. 

Ms. Jackson reminded students that they were her children. For example, while 

working with her reading group she ignored interruptions from students working 

independently, and shared with her students that at home her children received her 

undivided attention. “One thing I won’t multitask on is when my kids read to me.”  Ms. 

Jackson drew the connection between her children at home and at school. It was not 

unusual for students to do the same. When Steven suggested, “That’s a homophone, 

mamma,” after noticing, ‘pin’, ‘pen’ and ‘pan’ sounded similar, Ms. Jackson corrected 

him stressing each words vowel sound. She did not, however, correct how he addressed 

her. As Case (1997) states, “Othermothering is guided by ‘clear-sighted attachment’" (p. 

36).  Ms. Jackson relationships with her children at school were guided by her attachment 

to them. 

Students understood her position as an othermother and her expectations for their 

behavior and sought out her approval and acceptance. For example, one morning as the 

students were finding their pages for group reading time Steven accidentally tore a page 

out of the book, the whole group gasped and the entire room was silent.  Ms. Jackson 

quickly reassured Steven that it was okay, “Just pick it up now. The pages are fragile. 

We’ll tape it later,” she said.   Steven was still distraught and began to cry. Jamal quickly 

noticed and said, “It’s okay. She’s not mad at you.”   Ms. Jackson heard and added, “No. 

I am not mad at you. I just want you to be more careful.”  Ms Jackson’s forgiveness was 
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essential to Steven, and he did not settle down until she moved closer and gave him a 

hug. She responded to him as a mother, comforting him and reassuring him that she cared 

for him, while reminding him to appreciate what he had been given and honestly sharing 

her frustration at his carelessness.  

Ms. Jackson cared for students’ lives outside of school and made efforts to know 

what was happening; she understood how this impacted their ability to succeed. As the 

othermothers in Case’s work (1997), Ms. Jackson “responded to and reacted with the 

students” (p. 35).  When Ana came in upset and banging books, Ms. Jackson calmly told 

her, “You are off kilter. I’m going to give you some time to settle down.” By recognizing 

that Ana’s day had gotten off to a difficult start, Ms. Jackson’s acknowledgement helped 

Ana get her day back on track.  Ms. Jackson was aware that Steven’s father had recently 

died and his mother was having a difficult time. She understood her responsibility to help 

Steven succeed included helping him deal with the loss of his father. She knew Cody had 

battled cancer two years ago and had a prosthetic eye and made accommodations for him, 

while never settling for less than his best.  Ms. Jackson noticed when students were sick, 

tired or hungry. If a student came to school late and missed breakfast, she sent her to get 

some breakfast. If she passed a student with his head on his desk, she stopped, felt his 

forehead and asked, “Are you okay?”  These simple acts of caring demonstrated that Ms. 

Jackson was concerned about students’ wellbeing.  She loved each child and she attended 

to his/her needs beyond the academic, recognizing that basic needs must be met in order 

for students to be successful (Guiffrida, 2005). 
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 Othermothering- having high expectations 

Ms. Jackson held high expectations for her students, believed they could excel 

and that an academically challenging curriculum was her primary responsibility.      

When there is good teaching there is rigor, there’s rigor in the classroom, 

there’s rigor in the lesson, the kids are engaged and involved and you see 

the children doing more than the teacher, the teacher is just facilitating. 

(Interview, November 11, 2007). 

 
While providing an academically challenging curriculum and the other external 

categories of quality teaching were apparent in Ms. Jackson’s teaching, it was her 

enactment of “othermothering” that motivated her to create a rigorous environment where 

her students could achieve many successes, both academic and otherwise.   

Ms. Jackson high expectations extended beyond academics and included students’ 

behavior. She did not tolerate misbehavior, but when admonishing students she reminded 

them of their responsibility.  She told two students after several reminders had failed to 

produce the appropriate behavior, “I am a real good person at getting desired behavior 

out of my kids, so I am going to stick with you two.” On another occasion, Denitra gave 

the main idea of a story without using the text to support her answer. Ms. Jackson 

reminded Denitra that she must use the book to find the main idea, “That’s my good 

friend Denitra, she’s beautiful; she’s going to get it.” Case (1997) notes that othermothers 

“stressed that it is your attitude that people will watch, how you present yourself” (p. 33). 

Ms. Jackson used reprimands and reminders to communicate to students her high 
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expectations for their work and behavior and that she was unwilling to accept less than 

their best.  

Othermothering – a vignette 

Graue & Walsh (1998) explain that vignettes, “tell a story that illustrates an 

interpretive theme” (p. 220).  The following vignette illustrates Ms. Jackson’s 

othermothering. The day after police had asked the school to keep all students in their 

classrooms while they attempted to subdue a man with a gun resisting arrest across the 

street from the school, Ms. Jackson called students to the carpet for a class meeting (Field 

notes, November 15, 2007). This “lock-down” caused a great amount of anger, fear and 

frustration for the students. Ms. Jackson called the class meeting to allow students to talk 

about their feelings. Several students wondered why they had been locked down in the 

first place.  Ms. Jackson explained and reminded them of why she had called the meeting.  

“You know what? We’re fine. I don’t want to talk about what he did. The only thing I 

want to say about him- he made a poor choice.”  She stressed to them that they were safe 

at school, and highlighted the importance of making good choices.  

While several students complained about missing lunch and being hungry, Derek 

interjected, “I was mad cause they had a whole bunch of cameras here.”  

Ms. Jackson with brow furrowed, probed, “Why were you mad about the 

cameras? Why did they make you mad?”  

Arnold cut in,  “Cause we don’t like to get on TV,” adding, “Because people will 

get in your business and tell about what you’re doing. And I had a question, did the 

police tell the school to go to lock-down?”   
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Ms. Jackson affirmed that the police had told the school to lock-down but 

perceived an underlying concern that people might think negatively about their 

neighborhood and added, “I’d be willing to bet you, we had lock downs all the time over 

here...because...”  

While Ms. Jackson searched for an explanation, Jamal finished her sentence, 

“Cause we’re ghetto.”  Everyone laughed, but Ms. Jackson quickly stopped the 

momentum, “No. No. We’re, well, we’re…Listen! Never say that your life is ghetto. This 

is what you say …”  

Another student interrupted, “We are ghetto.”   

“NO,” she asserted, “This is what I say…” 

“Say, we’re messed up,” finished Robert.  Ms. Jackson persisted. It was important 

to her to explain the confusion that such a term might raise. She wanted students to think 

differently about their neighborhood and what the term suggested about who they were, 

without ignoring the reality of their situation:  

NO, you don’t even say that, even if you live in that environment you say 
to yourself, ‘I live in a high crime environment’, cause that’s the way it is 
but…  
 

Ms. Jackson was honest, acknowledging the social context that students were facing, but 

she wanted students to know that their environment didn’t define them, and that they had 

the power to make a choice about their lives.  In doing so she reminded them that they 

were as capable and of what she herself had overcome. She continued, 

BUT. I’m gonna ride the ‘but’… Listen. Listen. Now look. Where you 
guys are living is much better compared to what I had to live in when I 
was growing up, every day when I went to school somebody was shooting, 
I had to duck and dodge bullets, everyday.  Get up under cars to stay out 
the way of gunfire, but I still had to go to school.  
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Ms. Jackson reminded students that she too had grown up in a “high crime environment” 

and had overcome obstacles to her success.  She then reminded them of what they needed 

to do in order to be successful. 

So this is what you say, ‘I live in an area that’s full of crime but, if I go to 
school, if I get an education if I do what I am supposed to do and I keep 
my mind, if I keep my focus on wanting to do better’, you can do it. But 
you have to keep your focus on wanting to do better. You hear what I am 
saying to you? 
 

Students answered in unison, “Yes, ma’am.”   

It was important to Ms. Jackson that students understood their situation, but she 

didn’t allow students to let their situation define them.  It was significant that she urged 

students to moved beyond labels, especially those applied erroneously to them.  She 

cared about her children’s future and reminded them that she cared about their personal 

development as well (Guiffrida, 2005).  She continued her exhortation 

There is not a person in here that can’t get an education and move out of 
an area like this. You know? For now this where you’re at!  This is just 
where you are.  This is NOT you.  
 

Ms. Jackson cared deeply about each child, but more than that she wanted all the children 

to care about themselves and to recognize their ability to rise above the current situation. 

She related to them as her teachers had related to her and communicated her high 

expectations 

Guiffrida (2005) noted that teachers, who engaged in othermothering, held high 

standards for students, involved themselves in the personal as well as the academic 

development of their students, and went above and beyond what was expected in their 

role as teacher. Rose Jackson experienced othermothering as a child and was an 

othermother to her children. It was not a practice she employed, it was how she inserted 
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her own unique personality into her quality teaching practices; she did this in a way that 

was meaningful for herself and for her students and facilitated their success.  

Othermothering was the anchor in her practice from which all her actions emanated. 

MARGARET ANDERSON- THIRD SPACE 

 Margaret Anderson loved being a teacher.  “I feel like [teaching] is a part of who I 

am long before I became a actual state of Texas certified teacher. It is just my nature to 

teach and be kind of a caretaker” (Interview, October 23, 2007).  After finishing her 

bachelor’s degree in elementary education, she taught for three years near her hometown. 

She then moved to central Texas to complete a master’s program in literacy studies, and 

began teaching at Benedict Elementary School.   This was Ms. Anderson’s sixth year in 

the classroom, her third in third grade.   Her teaching reflected her personality and her 

belief about the role teaching played in her life. 

I would say that it is very important my kids know that I am a nurturer and 
a caretaker.  I am affectionate in my life and I am that way with them too. 
They are such a huge part of your life, and your classroom is where you 
are almost more time than you are anywhere else, you know what I mean? 
I think that your personality greatly affects how you are in the classroom 
(Interview, April 17, 2008). 
 

While Ms. Anderson cared deeply for her students and utilized a variety of teaching 

strategies to meet their needs, it was the creation of an authentic, productive classroom 

environment with her students that was the most notable aspect of Ms. Anderson’s 

teaching.  

Creating this space was not a strategy that Ms. Anderson employed; it was an 

extension of her personality and her beliefs 
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I believe that [teaching] should be connected to the real world and I believe to be 
a good teacher I have to know my kids, my students and where they come from 
and what their world is like and even if it is very different than mine I need to 
make it a point to learn about that and to be open to that and to see what they 
bring to the classroom (Interview, October 23, 2007). 
 

By being open to the students’ knowledge and allowing them to bring it to the classroom 

Ms. Anderson created what Gutierrez, Rymes and Larson (1995) define as a “third 

space”. It is “a place where the monologic script of the teacher reflecting dominant 

cultural values and the students’ counter-script intersect, creating the potential for 

authentic interactions to occur” (p.445). In Ms. Anderson’s classroom, the monologic 

script she was expected to enact was created by a scope and sequence document 

developed the district. At each grade level, the document outlines daily lesson plans for 

teachers that utilize the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) and prepare 

students for the TAKS test.   

Creating the third space 

By utilizing each student’s knowledge and understanding Ms. Anderson was able 

to create a third space with her students.  This contrasts classrooms where the “counter-

script” of students’ knowledge and understanding of the world in which they live is not 

acknowledged and an “under-life develops freely” (Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995, p. 

452).  In the third space students can realize their potential and interact with the 

curriculum in meaningful ways.  

I think I see people’s potential in spite of whatever their challenges or 
struggles might be and so I hope that by being a teacher I can bring that 
out in people (Interview, October 23, 2007).  
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Ms. Anderson’s ability to bring out her students’ potential was evident in the way she 

created the third space with students, where their participation in class discussions and 

the knowledge they brought from home was valued.  

By creating a third space with students, Ms. Anderson allowed them to take 

ownership of their learning and by doing so take control of their motivation as well.   

We have a lot of those conversations about why what we are doing is 
important.  I just want them to be able to have those thoughts and know 
why they’re doing something even when I am not there to help them find 
it. I want them to be able to come to that on their own.   
 

The class had many conversations about why they were doing a particular task in a 

specific way, and Ms. Anderson drew on these conversations reminding students of what 

they already knew.  She also listened when students had other ideas about the way to 

accomplish a given task.  For example, during the morning math warm-up, Ms. Anderson 

put a word problem on the board and students spent time solving it. After students were 

finished a volunteer came to the front and explained his/her strategy. Although this was a 

daily activity, Ms. Anderson frequently reminded students that they didn’t have to use the 

same strategy as the volunteer, “Do whatever works for you as long as you represent it.” 

Exhorting students, “You use the info and you know what to do.”  Math warm-ups were 

process oriented, “An answer doesn’t tell me anything but going step by step tells me 

about problem solving.”  She then added, “That is the fun things about math there are 

different ways to solve the same problem.”    Ms. Anderson pointed out that the students’ 

ways of thinking about math could be different than the ‘official way’ and by sanctioning 

their strategies moved the conversation into the third space. 

Ms. Anderson used the third space to facilitate students’ meaningful interaction 

with the curriculum.  When students were given a problem about making two even teams 
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from two unequal groups, Stephanie noted that you could move all the girls to one team 

and all the boys to the other. Ms. Anderson realized that Stephanie’s solution was correct. 

She went on to explain that the problem could have also been solved simply by moving 

one person to another team, but Stephanie’s solution sparked a discussion about boy 

teams vs. girl teams, and Ms. Anderson didn’t push her solution. She allowed her goals 

for the class to be influenced by the students’ ideas about math and knowledge about 

making teams. She realized that Stephanie and the others were motivated by this 

discovery and their own success, and didn’t need her encouragement on the topic.   By 

allowing the students to share their knowledge in ways that were meaningful to them and 

letting go of the official knowledge, Ms. Anderson facilitated “equality of participation” 

(Cook, 2005) in the third space. 

Ms. Anderson helped students understand that they could do anything she asked 

them to do, beyond that, she wanted them to know they could do anything they wanted to 

do,  

I want them to know that they are capable of lots of things and to never 
feel like they can’t do something, or don’t know enough or don’t have the 
right experiences but that they know that they’re capable of whatever they 
want to do” (Interview, October 23, 2007).  
 

According to Cook (2005) one key element of the third space is sharing resources 

between home and school. The official curriculum is then shaped by the knowledge and 

skills that students bring from home.  

Connecting with students and their families in the third space 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Ms. Anderson knew the children in her class 

as “whole” people and not just as  “students” (Moll et al., 1992, p. 133) and respected the 
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knowledge each child brought from home. She used the third space to build bridges 

between home and school knowledge (Cook, 2005).  Because Ms. Anderson believed that 

families were a valuable part of each child’s education, she worked with families to help 

students’ achieve educational success  

We do after school tutoring and sometimes I take kids home after tutoring, 
even just simple things like that. ‘Your child needs to come to tutoring.’ 
[The parent might respond] ‘Well, I can’t get here to pick him up at 5:00’ 
[I will say] ‘Well I will bring him home at 5:00’. Just little things to let the 
parent and the kids know that it matters to me whether or not they’re 
successful (Interview, October 23, 2007). 

 
By moving herself into the world of the children, she was able to know her students on a 

deeper level and thus change the “monologic script” into a third space where students and 

families were valued and could participate.  

As stated previously, Ms. Anderson’s interactions with her students were guided 

by her deep knowledge of their lives outside of school. Ms. Anderson used her 

understanding of students’ lives to guide her practice; she viewed their life experiences 

not as obstacles to be overcome, but as assets for building future learning and resources 

to be shared.  She altered her instructional goals to better reflect the knowledge and the 

needs of her children.   

I definitely see [the children] as teachers also and every year I learn so 
much about myself as a person and as a teacher and also about the 
curriculum and just about the world from my students (Interview, October 
23, 2007). 

 
For Ms. Anderson working in the third space was not just an instructional strategy, it was 

her way of being with students and understanding them and herself as a learner and as a 

person.  
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Ms. Anderson encouraged students to take risks and to share their own knowledge 

and insight, even when it didn’t reflect traditional ways of knowing valued in school. 

These “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992) were incorporated into the classroom 

knowledge and utilized to further students’ academic and social development and create a 

third space.  By engaging students in the third space, “[their] cultures, discourses, and 

knowledges [were] made available to all classroom participants, and thus [became] 

resources for mediating learning” (Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995 p. 467). For 

example, one day during the morning meeting Monica shared that her step-dad wanted to 

adopt her and that she would have to change her last name. The class engaged in an 

extended discussion about name and identity with several students sharing the stress 

related to having a different last name than their mother or father.  Ms. Anderson used the 

third space to share openly her own anxiety about her upcoming wedding and what it 

would mean to her to take on a new name and whether or not she should.  “I have always 

been Ms. Anderson, I am not sure how it will feel to be Mrs. Margaret Gonzales.”  

Students offered encouragement and support as Ms. Anderson continued to process her 

concerns with them; Monica nodded her head quietly.  Gutierrez et al. (1995) point out 

that the third space makes it “possible for both teacher and student to redefine what 

counts as knowledge” (p. 467).   By sharing her authentic concerns Ms. Anderson 

allowed students to step into the role of caring for her and sharing their knowledge in a 

meaningful way. 
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Third space- Countering the official script 

Ms. Anderson used the third space not only to connect with students but also as a 

way to move the official curriculum into a place where students felt ownership.    

I believe that teaching is largely about inquiry. I don’t necessarily have a 
list of things that I want them to know or know about when they leave my 
classroom but I want them to be able to find information about whatever 
they need and know how to be good questioners and good researchers and 
good readers and all of those things (Interview October 23, 2007).  
 

Ms. Anderson did not have a specific list of things she wanted students to know, but she 

was aware of the “official discourse” created by standards-based assessment and high-

stakes testing (Booher-Jennings, 2005).  She acknowledged the pressure created by the 

TAKS test and how it affected both her and her students  

They are eight- I have to remind myself like they’re eight. Laughs… you 
know what I mean eight and nine, because I do. I need them to know that 
[the TAKS] is important, but I don’t want them to be freaked out and 
afraid of it. You know and we have those conversations too.  Yeah, I think 
it comes from the pressure that is on us. And it is very important to us. But 
I also find myself thinking well, how important is it really to an eight year 
old? (Interview, April 23, 2008).  
 

Ms. Anderson worked to negotiate the perceived importance of the TAKS test with the 

reality of her children’s perspective as eight and nine year olds and her own beliefs about 

what it meant for students to be successful.  Ms. Anderson worked to help students 

understand the official script created by the TAKS test. 

Rex and Nelson (2004) note, “What and how teachers teach, even within powerful 

accountability cultures, is dominated by their own ethical senses of what they should do 

for their students and who they need to be as a teacher” (p. 1289).   Ms. Anderson’s work 

with students was directed by her beliefs about what her students needed and her 

responsibilities as their teacher. This was demonstrated in honest conversations 
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discussing the “official script” created by the test and how students could successfully 

navigate it. For example, when students returned from the holiday break, Ms. Anderson 

had made changes in the format for small group and morning warm-up. In the morning 

meeting Ms. Anderson discussed this with the students.  “[TAKS] is coming up in March. 

You’ll be hearing a lot more talk about the TAKS test between now and then.”  A student 

interjected, “Does the TAKS test look scary?”  Ms. Anderson winced, “You have to take 

it seriously. It is not scary but you have to take it seriously.” She went on to explain that 

in reading groups they would be reading passages similar to those on the TAKS and that 

they would start their new morning warm-up tomorrow. Moje et al. (2004) contend that 

the third space can be used to build bridges between “marginalized and conventional 

discourses” (p. 45). By acknowledging the changes and the need to take them seriously, 

Ms. Anderson moved the conversations about the TAKS test into the third space where 

students’ could honestly share their concerns and begin to understand the consequences 

associated with the test.  

Ms. Anderson used third space as a way to counter the “official script” created by 

the district and states standards-based accountability policies.  In this space, she 

challenged her own thoughts and assumptions about the dominant culture.  By creating a 

unique space where she and her students learned from each other, she countered the 

pressure she felt to standardize her practices in order to help students succeed on the 

TAKS test.  

That is what’s so funny about all these initiatives to make all classrooms 
and all students the same. It just doesn’t make any sense because so much 
of who a teacher is, is a part of her classroom (Interview, April 2008).   
  



140 

Ms. Anderson’s personality and the personalities of her students were essential in 

creating a classroom community that reflected the strengths and needs of the students and 

their teacher, while extending their learning beyond the “official script” (Gutierrez, et al., 

1995).  

 When discussing the TAKS results in the final interview, Ms Anderson noted, 

“[The students] don’t understand the ‘big-ness’ of it; they know they don’t get to go to 

fourth grade if they don’t pass, but I don’t even know that they connect that to what they 

do on a daily basis.”  She acknowledged that it was sometimes difficult to separate her 

own anxiety about the test from her work with the students.  Ms. Anderson spoke about 

the difficulty of her role within the monologic script.   

Being the first year for testing is hard for me, emotionally because the 
kids, I feel like, at this age they are not developmentally ready to deal with 
that format of test and so it is always kind of painful the very first time we 
take it, because they are just looking at you, like ‘what is this?’ and ‘why 
are we doing this?’ (Interview April 17, 2008).    
 

Ms. Anderson worked with her students to counter this anxiety both for them and for 

herself.  Moje et al. (2004) noted that participation in the third space “demands a 

suspicion of binaries” (p. 42).  Ms. Anderson participated in the “monologic script” of 

TAKS testing culture, while at the same time questioned the value of the test.  By 

acknowledging both her participation and the pressure and anxiety she felt to help 

students pass the test, Ms. Anderson was able to move herself and her students into a 

third space, where both students and their teacher could talk about how to successfully 

negotiate the TAKS test.   



141 

Third Space-A vignette  

Ms. Anderson used the third space to facilitate a space where it was safe for 

students to share their knowledge and question the official knowledge.  The following 

vignette illustrates how the third space functioned to allow Ms. Anderson and her 

students to move from the “counter-script” bridging the gap from the official script.  On 

the day before the winter break the class had planned a holiday party.  In the morning 

students had pushed their tables together and the entire class gathered around the large 

banquet table. In the back of the room the reading table was already crowded with food, 

grocery store cookies and fresh fruit alongside breakfast tacos wrapped in homemade 

tortillas.  Throughout the morning parents stopped by to drop off doughnuts and other 

treats and other teachers stop by for hugs and snacks.  As students finished their food, 

Ms. Anderson helped clean up and provided materials so that students could make gifts 

for their families, “In case you haven’t had time or money to get anything; you can make 

two if you have two houses where you stay.”  Ms. Anderson showed students ornaments, 

door hangers and magnets and reminded them they would have to share resources and not 

to use too much glue or glitter, since the items would need to dry before they were taken 

home.   Students began working as holiday music played in the background.  The room 

was quiet for the most part as students focused on their work; if problems arose Ms. 

Anderson exhorted, “See if you can solve it yourself” or “Can you ask a friend?”  She 

commented to students, “I like the way you are sharing, remember to ask politely.”  And 

praised them, “That looks beautiful.”  As students finished their projects, they placed 

them on a table to dry, grabbed books, scattered around the room and started reading.   
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 During this time, Ms. Anderson noticed that Stuart had his head down on his 

desk, and she asked him if he was feeling all right. Without raising his head he nodded, 

tears on his face.  Ms. Anderson walked over to him and whispered something in his ear 

and he looked up and said something. Ms. Anderson looked concerned.  They continued 

to talk and then Stuart stood up, hugged Ms. Anderson and got right to work on his 

ornaments.  Ms. Anderson later mentioned that Stuart told her that he had never had a 

Christmas tree and didn’t know what an ornament looked like.  Ms. Anderson added, “I 

tried to give options so no one would feel uncomfortable, these are the times I feel like an 

idiot.”   Here the third space was place where students’ and teachers’ “various cultures, 

discourses and knowledges [were] made available to all classroom participants and thus 

[became] resources for mediated learning” (Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995, p. 467).  

In the preceding vignette, Stuart moved beyond the “counter script” created by refusing 

to participate and was able to safely navigate making holiday decorations because of the 

space that had been established where knowledges were freely shared by all participants.  

In addition, Ms. Anderson was able to critique her own story and cultural experiences and 

Stuart’s narrative was incorporated into larger classroom text (Gutierrez, Rymes & 

Larson, 1995).  Both participants benefited from their interaction within the third space. 

The third space has been conceptualized as a tool for “bridge building”, as a 

navigational place enabling students to bring their home knowledge to school learning 

and as a place where these knowledges can be integrated (Moje et al., 2004).  In the 

present research, both Ms. Anderson and her students used the third space as a way to 

connect knowledges and learning and as a way to connect to each other as people. As Ms. 

Anderson mentioned in our first interview, 
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I believe that [teaching] should be connected to the real world and I 
believe to be a good teacher I have to know my kids, my students and 
where they come from and what their world is like and even if it is very 
different than mine. I need to make it a point to learn about that and to 
open to that and to see what they bring to the classroom (Interview, 
October 23, 2007). 

 
Ms. Anderson emphasized the importance of learning from her students and being aware 

of the knowledge that they brought to the classroom, for her this was good teaching in the 

real world.  

Moje et al. (2004) note three ways that the third space has been conceptualized. 

First, as bridge building between marginalized and conventional knowledge.  As was 

evidenced during class discussions about TAKS testing and student problem solving.  

Second the third space can be seen as navigational spaces allowing students to use ‘funds 

of knowledge’ (Moll et al., 1992) from home to facilitate learning at school. As when the 

class discussed dealing with new last names.  Finally, the third space can be thought of as 

a place where the integration of knowledge and discourses from home and school will 

produce new forms of learning.  For example, the new learning that developed between 

Ms. Anderson and Stuart during the holiday party.  At a more basic level the third space 

was an extension of Ms. Anderson as a person and a teacher. While it provided a way for 

students to bring knowledge from home, and participate equally in the construction of the 

classroom community, it fundamentally allowed Ms. Anderson and her students to be 

themselves and be successful in the classroom, a place where they spent a lot of time. 

DOUGLAS PARKER – LIFE-LONG LEARNERS 

Douglas Parker was in his 14th year of teaching.  He had been at the same school 

in the same grade for his entire career.  He had started at Brown as the manager of the 
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cafeteria but decided that he wanted to “have a greater impact of the lives of students”. 

So with the support of his principal, he began teaching third grade while earning an 

alternative certification. He had gone on to earn a master’s degree in educational 

administration and his National Board certification, Mr. Parker was a storyteller and a 

learner, and his personality shaped his classroom and the choices he made as a teacher.    

I think me, my personality influences [who I am as a teacher] as far as the 
choices you make or the things you point out, or whatnot… you’re not just 
teaching third grade, you are trying to teach them about life and all the 
things. You are thinking beyond this year, for everything and so you just 
try to give lots of experiences and get them thinking about lots of different 
things, but that just comes from my personality. That’s just me (Interview 
January 22, 2008).  

 
Mr. Parker wanted his students to learn the required curriculum but more than that he 

wanted them to be prepared for life. He believed that experience was the best way to 

accomplish this. As Dewey (1938) noted it is the business of the teacher to arrange for 

experiences “that are more than immediately enjoyable since they promote having 

desirable future experiences” (p. 27). Mr. Parker’ teaching reflected his goal for his 

students to be thinkers and life long learners. It also reflected his love of learning and his 

continued pursuit of new knowledge.  

Becoming a life long learner 

While Mr. Parker was aware of the importance of learning the specific content 

that was presented in third grade, he believed his job was to help students learn to be 

learners.  The NRC (2000) noted the complexity of creating environments were students 

learn to be learners; it requires the teacher to consider the students, their community, the 
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knowledge to be taught, and the assessments used to measure learning.  Mr. Parker 

considered each of these dimensions as he reflected on his practice. 

That’s just how it is with so much, you know, with math it is not just 
teaching mathematics.  It’s thinking about beyond what’s in third grade 
cause that’s huge… and in reading, too it is not just to do well on TAKS 
and get these specific skills, but what do these [skills and experiences] 
lead you to, looking at works critically and thinking about them finding 
that books that changes your life.  
 
One of our characters [in a novel we read] talks about that, “I need a book 
that …” so we talked about that what does it mean to change your life? 
You know a book that can do that. So it’s just kind of keeping that in mind 
(interview, January 22, 2008).  
 

For Mr. Parker third grade was a small but important part of each child’s life, and he saw 

himself as an integral part of that life. He believed it was his job to prepare students for 

whatever learning situation or environment they might encounter.  He worked to create 

experiences for student that would facilitate students’ desire to learn regardless of the 

setting. 

So part of it too is how do you still learn things when you have a teacher 
you don’t like or teaches in a way that you don’t [like], cause you still, if 
you are in economics and you just hate your teacher in economics can you 
still get something from that. Well, if you are a learner, if we have kind of 
steered you into becoming a learner you are still going to learn things from 
there and you learn life things too (Interview January 22, 2008). 
 

As Dewey (1938) noted the teacher is an essential member of the community, and “must 

survey the capacities and need of the particular set of individuals with whom he is 

dealing and must at the same time arrange the conditions which provide the subject-

matter or content for experiences that satisfy these needs and develop these capacities” 

(p. 58).   

 Mr. Parker worked to understand his students’ needs and to extend each child’s 

capacities. His work reflected who he was as a person, not just as a teacher. “All this is 
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just a big journey and we are all learning as we go along and that’s just me” (interview 

January 22, 2008).  As Dewey (1898) stated in his theory of education, “It is impossible 

to prepare the child for any precise set of conditions. To prepare him for the future life 

means to give him command of himself; it means to train him so that he will have the full 

and ready use of all his capacities” (Article I).  Mr. Parker prepared students for the 

journey of life-long learning in two ways: first he told stories about his life and the lives 

of others, and related these to the children’s experiences and second, he related students 

learning to his own experiences as a life-long learner.  

Life-long learner -Telling stories 

Mr. Parker loved to share stories, “I go off on all these little tangents about this or that or 

the other thing, whatever strikes my fancy” (Interview, January 22, 2008). While he 

labeled them as tangents, he also believed in the importance of sharing these stories with 

his students.   

I have a kid to this day, she is in sixth grade now and she said, ‘[Mr. 
Parker] would tell these stories and they didn’t have anything to do with 
anything, but they DID have something to do with things’, she’ll tell her 
mom and that was her favorite part, she misses that” (Interview, April 23, 
2008). 
 

Mr. Parker enjoyed sharing these stories and connections, and although the students 

enjoyed them too. They became an integral part of his teaching. As he followed these 

“tangents” he modeled his process of thinking, wondering and questioning, making it 

transparent for students and opening up spaces for them to do the same.  
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 For example, one morning as students were learning about the importance of 

place value to the success of the Hindu-Arabic number system, Mr. Parker wondered 

about the district’s math curriculum. 

It was a big deal that they got [a well known math specialist].  [She] is one 
of the big gurus for math and instruction for kids and blah, blah, blah.  In 
all these books – and there's like ten different books.  In all these books, 
there's one thing that they never addressed.  There's one thing that the 
[other number systems] never talked about.  What do you think it is? 
 

A student quickly answered the question, “Place value.”  Mr. Parker continued, drawing 

the connection between math and other languages. 

 [The curriculum] never really talks about place value.  It's the basis for all 
of what we do in math. It's our language.  It's the basic language.  Math is 
a language, and the numbers that we use are part of that language.  They're 
like the alphabet.  And how can you learn the language if you don't even 
know the alphabet.  I mean, think about it.  You wouldn't be able to, would 
you, right? 

 
Students nodded their heads in agreement and one student added, “You have to know the 

alphabet.”  He questioned the authors the curriculum and stressed the value of learning 

the language of mathematics.  

So that's where I'd love to go to [the math specialist] and the other people 
that created that and say, ‘Hey, I'm sure there's some thinking, I would 
hope, that went into why you just chose not to address place value, and 
could you tell me why?’  Because more and more, I just think it's so very 
important.  It's what we start with (class, January 22, 2008). 

 
The topic of this discussion was the district’s math curriculum and the absence of place 

value, but for Mr. Parker it was just another question that “struck his fancy” and deserved 

some thought. He wanted students to be prepared to deal constructively with 

disagreements both personal and academic and to be able to assert their opinions without 

getting upset or giving up.   As Noddings (1992) noted, “All students should learn how to 

reason with principles, assess values, and argue various positions” (p. 101). While the 
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discussion opened a space for students to question assumptions and challenge each other 

and the status quo, it also allowed them into the thought processes of a more experienced 

learner. By modeling his thinking about this topic Mr. Parker made his internal dialogue 

external, extended students’ subject matter knowledge (NRC, 2000), and shared his love 

of learning with his students. 

While these tangents were a diversion from the third grade curriculum, they 

furthered Mr. Parker’s desire to see students’ succeed in life. For instance one morning 

Mr. Parker was reviewing the previous days’ lesson, which had been completed with a 

substitute teacher. One student asked why Mr. Parker had been absent the day before.     

He responded that he had been observing classrooms at another school.  This led to a 

discussion of schools designed in different eras with different learning goals and 

opportunities and then a long story about a former student who was now working as a 

writer.  

It is hard to get a job writing. I mean it really is, cause you have to pay the 
bills to write, you know. It just is. I mean people do it all the time, but it 
can be hard it is not like just because you are a good writing doesn’t 
always mean, just cause you are good math student, just because you are 
good at anything doesn’t mean. So that is even harder, but I was like, isn’t 
that great.  

 
He then shared about his own life and the reality of paying bills versus following dreams. 

He reminded students that their opportunities were many and that working hard now 

would enable them to keep their options open and follow their dreams. 

I would have loved to have been a writer too but that wasn’t, you know 
when I was going to go to college I had to do something that was going to 
pay bills because I was just in a different place in my life and what not, so 
you know.  
 
It is so great that you have that chance. I was talking to another parent, her 
daughter was always a language artsy person and now she is going to go 



149 

and be a molecular biology professor, that is what she is going to do and I 
am like, Yeah! I don’t even understand what that means, but she is going 
to go do that and that is what she is getting a master’s and a PhD all at the 
same time.  
 
But what great options that those folks have and what great options you 
guys have those options too, you are so very lucky (Field notes, January 
22, 2008).  
 

He encouraged students to think beyond the current assignment and to imagine 

themselves as writers or molecular biologists.  Noddings (1992) noted the crucial role of 

teachers in helping students to see the possible.  “[Education] is a matter of trying things 

out with the valued help of experts (teachers), of evaluating, revising, comparing, 

sharing, communicating, constructing, choosing” (p. 165). Noddings further stressed the 

difference between “guiding” and “imposing”.  This tangent served as a guide, reminding 

students of the choices available and their own responsibility in taking advantage of 

them.   Mr. Parker also shared his own process negotiating his dreams with the reality of 

his situation, allowing students to do the same. 

Sharing experiences as a life long-learner 

As a learner, Mr. Parker used every opportunity to find the pleasure in learning 

and he enjoyed making the most of each one.  Noddings (2003) stated, “There should be 

lots of free gifts in education, offered to increase pleasure and the possibility of incidental 

learning … delight filled walks in the fields of learning” (p. 38) Mr. Parker took his 

students for many of these “walks in the fields of learning”.  For example, one morning 

he used a TAKS related math assignment to discuss the importance of gathering 

information.  When the class came across a problem that had extraneous information, Mr. 

Parker said, “I like this one, it has extra information.”  The problem asked student to find 
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the difference between two numbers, and gave three possibilities. He pointed out that the 

multiple-choice responses offered the correct solution using the wrong numbers. Mr. 

Parker reminded students about the importance of checking their answers and having the 

right information,  

This is why it is good to check.  We need to figure out what’s important 
and what’s not. But, when you are out gathering data- get all you can. 
Then you sift through it to figure out what’s important.  If you go on [a 
trip], get every bit [of information] you can, then figure out what you can 
use and what you don’t need (January 29, 2008).  

 
He stressed the process of gathering information first and deciding about its importance 

later and offered as an example, not a TAKS math problem but an adventure.  He then 

allowed students to speculate about the necessary tools they might and artifacts they 

might finds, and only after this topic had been fully explored did he return to the math 

problem.   By allowing students to explore these tangents Mr. Parker shared his love of 

learning with them.  

Mr. Parker believed that if he did his job well his students would be able to learn 

from any subsequent experiences “how to live fruitfully and creatively” (Dewey, 1938, p. 

28) regardless of the situation.  

I always look at it like people inherently want to learn. Kids want to learn.  
Adults want to learn. We are just very inquisitive in general, so if [kids] 
are showing no interest in that, than we’ve got to figure out what it is and 
try as much as we can within the confines of the third grade classroom to 
try to come up with the things that will help them and the strategies that 
will help them overcome it  (Interview January 22, 2008).    
 

For Mr. Parker figuring out how best to teach his students was part of his journey as a life 

long learner.  Greene (1988) noted, “The richness, the complexity of the selves people 

create are functions of their commitments to projects of action they recognize as their 



151 

own” (p. 22).   Mr. Parker took on his own “project of action” in his work with his 

students.    

As part of this project he spoke about the difference between his role and the role 

of the students.  He made clear that as much as he loved learning and wanted his students 

to be life long learners, he could only guide them.  

But I like how it puts it back again on the kid. I mean it is there 
responsibility and ultimately if you don’t want to overcome something 
nobody can really do it for you, you have got to want it… your job [as the 
teacher] is try to help them see how they want it, but you can’t do if for 
them (interview January 22, 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker understood in spite of his desire to see students be successful and his work 

toward that goal, each child must decide for herself to work toward their goals and take 

responsibility for her own learning.  As Noddings (1992) asserts “As soon as we impose 

our values on a new generation we risk losing those values that are most needed in a 

dynamic society –those that encourage reflective criticism, revision, creation and 

renewal” (p. 165).   Mr. Parker made it his job to help students see what they wanted, and 

then provide them with the tools they needed to achieve these goals.   He believed that if 

students were interested in what they were doing and enjoying, then they would learn the 

content and learn to be learners.  

Are they are enjoying it? That they are interested in doing it, that you are 
sparking that love of learning. That’s really what I think school so much 
is. It’s more and more you know...elementary, middle, high school is very 
much about learning certain content and whatnot, which I am not exactly 
sure is [good for kids]… but in college, it’s not about the content, it’s 
about, How do you learn something that you don’t know? (Interview, 
January 22, 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker shifted the focus beyond the content to develop a love of learning that would 

help students to be successful even if their teacher wasn’t the best.   
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So part of it too is how do you still learn things when you have a teacher 
you don’t like or teaches in a way that you don’t [enjoy]. If you are in 
economics and you just hate your teacher in economics, can you still can 
something from that?  Well if you are a learner, if we have kind of steered 
you into becoming a learner you are still going to learn things from there 
and you learn life things too (Interview, January 22, 2008). 

 
As Dewey (1938) noted it is the job of the educator to provide experience that causes 

“curiosity, strengthens initiative, and sets up desires and purposed that are sufficiently 

intense to carry a person over dead places in the future” (p. 38). Mr. Parker structured his 

teaching to provide these types of experiences for his students so that regardless of what 

the future held his students could always learn something valuable. 

 Mr. Parker loved learning; his stories, wonderings and connections between his 

experiences and his children’s lives and their learning was more than a teaching method, 

it was an extension of his personality.  He saw the possibility of furthering his goals for 

students by connecting their lives with the curriculum (Dewey, 1938) because he made 

the same connections between life and learning himself.  Mr. Parker taught students to be 

successful, life-long learners with his words, actions and curriculum, and by being 

himself. 

CONCLUSION 
All of the teachers in this research enacted quality teaching practices and 

facilitated students’ success; each teacher’s unique personality impacted how they 

implemented these practices and their success with students. While each teacher 

had tremendous content and pedagogical knowledge, the way that these teachers 

enacted this knowledge to facilitate student’s success, capitalized on their own 

personal strengths and personality was significant. Ms. Jackson used her 
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experiences growing up with othermothers to develop relationships with her 

students that went ‘above and beyond’ typical expectations (Guiffrida, 2005) and 

created a classroom environment where students experienced success on 

standardized test and learned how to “harmonize with the rest of the world” 

(Delpit, 1995 p 18).   Ms. Anderson’s desire to know her students and to 

appreciate the knowledge they brought to the classroom facilitated the formation 

of a third space.   Here, students were successful on the TAKS test, but also began 

to develop the knowledge and skills to be successful in their communities and on 

future endeavors.  Finally, Mr. Parker’s humor and love of learning was 

contagious, students learned the required third grade content, but where also 

prepared to learn, no matter the context or the teacher.  These three teachers 

working in diverse communities all knew the importance of quality teaching 

practices, but implemented them in ways that were congruent with their unique 

personalities.  In the next chapter, I examine the significance of these findings, the 

implications for teachers, teacher educators and policy makers and questions for 

future research.  
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SIGNIFICANCE 

Chapter 6:  Finding meaning 

INTRODUCTION 

After spending three months observing students in third grade, Elliot Eisner 

(1998) wrote,  

The farther one is away from the particular setting in which the individual 
teacher works, the more useful the generalization appears to be. That is, 
when we think of third graders in general we find it more congenial to 
invoke generalizations about third graders. But it is equally clear that 
individual teachers do not work with third graders in general (p. 196).   
 

The same statement could be made when trying to draw generalizations about third grade 

teachers, this research did not examine third grade teachers in general or even third grade 

teachers engaged in quality teaching, in general.  This research examined three unique 

individuals who made a difference in the lives of their students, while navigating the 

challenges created by high-stakes testing. The findings from this research have 

implications that reach beyond the teachers and their students. 

In her work on effective teachers of African-American students, Ladson-Billings  

(1994) cautioned that it was important to focus on the teaching and not the teachers 

because, “it minimizes the tendency to reduce the research findings to individual 

idiosyncrasies and to suggest a ‘cult of personality’ explanation for effective teaching” 

(p. 13).  The findings from this research suggest that rather than ignore or reduce 

individual idiosyncrasies and personality, teachers and other stakeholders should utilize 
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their personalities to create classroom environments that facilitate myriad successes for 

students.  This research found it was not one particular type of personality that led to the 

quality teaching seen in each of these classrooms.  Rather, it was each teacher’s ability to 

capitalize on the strength of their personality, in conjunction with other quality teaching 

practices, to facilitate success for their students and themselves. 

This research began with an examination how third grade teachers in a high-

stakes learning environment implemented quality teaching practices that equipped 

students with the knowledge and skills to pass the TAKS test. It also examined other 

goals these teachers had for students and themselves, and how they facilitated those 

goals.  In presenting this investigation, I introduced my study, included an overview of 

the literature on standards-based accountability in which I noted the lack of attention 

given to quality teaching practices and the complexity of teaching in this culture. I then 

provided a clear description of quality teaching, student success, and high-stake learning 

environments.  After discussing my research question and the terms that informed my 

investigation, I outlined the specific methodology for this case study of quality teaching 

in third grade.  I then presented my findings.  First, each of the three teachers enacted the 

quality teaching practices found in the literature.  Second, while success on the TAKS 

test was part of how these teachers framed success for their students, the students and 

their teachers experienced numerous other successes.  Finally, the teachers enacted 

quality teaching practices in ways that were influenced by each teacher’s unique 

personality.    

In this chapter, I will compare the ways in which Rose Jackson, Margaret 

Anderson, and Douglas Parker enacted quality teaching and facilitated successes both for 
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themselves and their students. In addition, I will offer implications for teachers, teacher 

educators and other stakeholders and questions for further inquiry. 

COMPARISONS IN QUALITY TEACHING 

After sharing the quality teaching practices of the individual teachers in the 

preceding findings chapters, I now turn to the connections and differences between the 

three.  Noting these similarities and differences furthers the understanding of quality 

teaching in high-stakes learning environments and offers insight into how these practices 

impact student success.  Quality teaching practices are both personal and professional, 

and each teacher created an environment that reflected his/her own beliefs about 

teaching, professional knowledge, and personality.   

Some similarities could be noted immediately upon entering the classrooms. For 

example, none of these teachers had a behavior chart displayed in their classrooms or 

mentioned a behavior management program and all had a relaxed attitude about the 

neatness of their classrooms (desks piled high with books and papers). In addition, all 

three explicitly addressed the TAKS test or test taking strategy with students during the 

initial observations.   

Beyond these preliminary observations, significant similarities were difficult to 

observe; each teacher worked in a different context and had followed a different path to 

teaching. Ms. Jackson and Ms. Anderson both worked in urban schools, while Mr. Parker 

worked in an affluent suburban school.  Ms. Jackson and Mr. Parker had come to 

education after working in other professions; Ms. Jackson had entered a master’s degree 

in education and Mr. Parker had completed an alternative certification, but both had 
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earned National Board Certification while teaching. Ms Anderson had followed a 

traditional path through a teacher-education program and gone on to earn a Master’s 

degree. Ms. Jackson’s shared culture and othermothering (Case, 1997) created a 

classroom environment that buzzed as she directed students’ activity. The third space 

created in Ms. Anderson’s room reflected her working as an encouraging coach much of 

the time. Mr. Parker and Ms. Jackson were conductors (Ladson-Billings, 1997) often 

taking center stage.  Mr. Parker was loud and boisterous, funny and irreverent and his 

classroom reflected it. Ms. Jackson was firm, but loved to laugh with her students and 

Ms. Anderson was quiet and soft-spoken.  

As analysis progressed, it became clear that in spite of these differences, a 

significant similarity was present; each teacher had built a classroom environment that 

reflected his/her own strengths and personality. All three teachers used the curriculum in 

ways suited to their strengths and context in which they taught.  In addition, they used 

their strengths to relate to students in ways that developed students’ academic and social 

skills and the teacher’s growth as a professional.   

Implementing curriculum 

NAEYC notes that current accountability mandates are making it more difficult 

for teachers to make decisions that facilitate students’ success. “Many policy makers and 

administrators understandably gravitate toward tools and strategies intended to expedite 

the education enterprise, including ‘teacher proofing’ curriculum, lessons, and schedules” 

(Copple & Bredekamp, 2009, p. 5). As other researchers (Allington & colleagues, 2000, 

2001, 2002; Duffy & Hoffman, 1999; Pressley, et al., 2001;) state, the teacher and not the 
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curriculum make the difference for students’ success. The findings from this research 

confirm this notion.  

While each teacher knew the required content for third grade, they each had a 

different approach to using curriculum resources provided by the district in ways that 

worked for them and their students.  Ms. Jackson adhered rather closely to the prescribed 

curriculum. Ms. Anderson used a good deal of the resources provided by the district but 

shaped them to her particular context. Mr. Parker did not use any district resources or 

curriculum while I was in his class. For example, during observations in Ms. Jackson’s 

class the Text Talk (Beck & McKeown, 2008) resource arrived from the district.  The 

curriculum was designed to improve vocabulary and comprehension and utilized 

children’s literature with adhesive notes that contained questions to read along with the 

story.  Each note had a page number where it could be posted and specific questions and 

comments for the teacher to use with students.  While Ms. Jackson often read the exact 

quote from the note and always used the vocabulary words provided, Ms. Anderson used 

only the literature allowing students to select words themselves.  Each teacher 

implemented the curriculum in ways that worked with the context both for themselves 

and for their students. 

Relating to students 

Each of the three teachers related to their students in a way that was natural and 

comfortable, but these relationships were different in each classroom and reflected the 

teachers, the students, and the school context. As Ms. Anderson stated in her first 

interview, 
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I believe to be a good teacher I have to know my kids, my students and 
where they come from and what their world is like and even if it is very 
different than mine I need to make it a point to learn about that and to 
open to that and to see what they bring to the classroom (October 23, 
2007). 

 
Each of the teachers knew their students and the community in which they were working.   

As has been noted (NAEYC, 2009; NRC, 2000), knowing students is an important part of 

quality teaching. Moll and his colleagues (1992) emphasized the importance of extending 

knowledge of students beyond the classroom and each of these teachers made efforts to 

know their students and relate to them as people. While the findings highlighted how Ms. 

Anderson developed these types of relationships, they also showed how Ms. Jackson 

related to students with accounts from her life growing up and Mr. Parker with his 

“tangents” and personal reflections.   

Furthermore, the findings demonstrate how each teacher’s work with students, 

emphasized the difficulty of the challenges the students were undertaking, as when Ms. 

Jackson insisted on students learning how to hold conversations without raising their 

hands, “If an adult doesn’t know it; imagine how hard it is for a third grader” (field notes, 

November 1, 2007), or when Mr. Parker reminded students that the work they were doing 

had once been the groundbreaking work of great mathematical minds, “Remember this 

wasn’t always third grade work” (Field notes, January 17, 2008).   These findings suggest 

the need for teachers and teacher educators to recognize and point out the difficulty and 

importance of their work and the work they asked students to undertake.   

The quality teaching practices of these teachers included many reminders to 

students that with hard work they could accomplish whatever they set out to do, as when 

Ms. Jackson pointed out the difference between who her children were and where they 
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lived, “There is not a person in here who can’t get an education and move out of an area 

like this. You know? For now, this is where you’re at! This is just where you are! This is 

not YOU” (Field notes November 15, 2007). Ms. Anderson stressed her desire for 

students to see what was possible for them, “I want them to know they are capable of lots 

of things and to never feel like they can’t do something, or don’t know enough or don’t 

have the right experiences” (Interview, April 17, 2008).  Mr. Parker worked to help 

students see the opportunities that already existed for them. 

What great options you guys have…you are so very lucky… When I talk 
to you guys about keeping options open, it is because you guys really can 
be anything you want to be, you really can go out and be a molecular 
biologist, if that is what you want to do (Field notes, January 17, 2008). 
 

These teachers developed relationships with students by reminding them who they were 

and who they could be, while the contexts were different the message was the same, 

“You can be anything you want to be.”  These teachers cared about students and helped 

them create meaningful lives for themselves. 

Professional growth 

While this was not a specific focus of research, the teachers’ work outside the 

classroom to improve their teaching was evident with all three teachers. Each teacher in 

this research displayed a commitment to professional and personal growth and 

development.  Each pursued further education while in the classroom.  Both Ms. Jackson 

and Mr. Parker had worked to earn National Board Certification. Ms. Anderson and Mr. 

Parker had finished master’s programs. In addition to the formal education that was a part 

of these teachers’ lives, each teacher challenged himself or herself with informal learning 

as well. Mr. Parker’s efforts to understand and implement guided-reading and Ms. 
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Jackson work with new teachers on her campus to complete the “Take One” project were 

evidence of these efforts, as were the wealth of professional resources found stacked on 

each of these teacher’s desks. 

SUCCESS IN QUALITY TEACHING 

 All three of the teachers framed passing the TAKS as one measure of success, but 

each teacher also looked for other more personally satisfying ways of defining success 

for themselves and their students.  Allington and Johnston (2000) found this to be one 

common practice of those engaged in quality teaching. Noting that quality teachers 

“evaluated student work based more on improvement, progress, and effort than on the 

achievement of a single a priori standard” (p. 20).  These teachers in this research did not 

ignore the TAKS but looked beyond it as they defined success for themselves and their 

students. 

Framing success within the testing context 

In the state of Texas in third grade students must pass the TAKS test in order to 

be promoted to the fourth grade.  As Ms. Anderson noted, “[The students] know they 

don’t get to go to fourth grade if they don’t pass, but I don’t even know that they connect 

that to like what they do on a daily basis”  (Interview, April 17, 2008).  As several 

researchers (Booher-Jennings, 2007; Goldstein, 2007; Hatch, 2002) have noted, high-

stakes standardized tests have altered and constrained both teachers’ practices and the 

ways they facilitate and define success for students.  The findings from this research 

confirm these concerns. Ms. Jackson mentioned the time that test preparation took away 

from other activities. “My reason for being against [the TAKS] is how much time we 
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spend testing and test prepping” (Interview April 23, 2008). Ms. Anderson noted the 

pressure on teachers and how it impacted students, “I think [the stress for students] comes 

from the pressure that is on us. And it is very important to us but I also find myself 

thinking well how important is it really to an eight year old?” (Interview April 17, 2008).   

All three of these teachers spent a significant amount of class time preparing students 

academically and emotionally for the test.   

Both Ms. Jackson and Ms. Anderson had students who did not meet state 

expectations on the initial administration of the TAKS test in March. While all of Mr. 

Parker’s students were successful according to the state standards, not all of his students 

had achieved commended performance.  One finding from this research was that teachers 

attributed these results in large measure to factors other than to students’ ability, as when 

Ms. Jackson and Ms. Anderson attributed student failures to testing anxiety or the test 

format.  Ms. Jackson stressed that the “TAKS test [was] so unfair” as she explained 

Ana’s meltdown on testing day, adding, “It is a ‘snap shot’ of one day and so on one day 

she just lost it” (Interview April 23, 2008). Ms. Anderson commented about one of her 

students who hadn’t passed,  

I think it is more of an anxiety thing than an ability thing, she has lots of 
anxiety problems and definitely does not like the test and so we are hoping 
to overcome that so she can pass this time (Interview, April 17, 2008). 

 
Like the other teachers, Mr. Parker identified factors other than ability, such as a harder 

test and a student transitioning to his class mid-year, “And one student came in like in 

January, so I haven't had her all year.  I feel like if she'd been with me all year, we would 

have done better” (Interview, April 22, 2008).  These findings confirm that standardized 
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notions of success are shaping quality teaching practices and that the stress felt by teacher 

is impacting students.  

Framing success beyond testing 

The findings from this research confirm the preeminence of the TAKS tests as a 

measure of success for students but also demonstrate that in spite of the pressure they felt, 

these teachers resisted limiting their notions of success to a single measure. As Mr. 

Parker stated, 

Well certainly the state of Texas says how well they do on the T-A-K-S so 
that is one [way to measure success], that tells us how us well they seem to 
have maybe in a very narrow way mastered the curriculum of third grade 
so that is A [stressed] way” (January 22, 2008).  
 

While Mr. Parker did not dismiss the TAKS test, he stressed the limited nature of the 

successes it measured.  It is a noteworthy finding that each teacher counted his/her 

greatest success in terms that extended beyond the TAKS test.  The growth and 

development of individual students and their own teaching practices stood out as these 

teachers’ greatest successes. These findings highlight how each teacher focused on 

student learning, rather than on performance and celebrated the day-to-day successes in 

the classroom and the growth of individual students.  While these practices looked 

different in each classroom, reflecting a variety of successes from spelling new words to 

contributing to the success of the group, they were apparent in all three classrooms. 

Each teacher noted the importance of students being able to recognize and 

celebrate their own successes. As Ms. Anderson mentioned in the final interview, 

One of my little guys this morning walked in and showed me the [reading] 
response he did last night and he said, ‘I was talking to my momma about 
how I am just going to be a better writer and I am just doing so much more 
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writing than I did at the beginning of the year’. That is a big one for me. 
When they are aware of it, that’s big (Interview April 17, 2003). 
 

The success here was the student’s seeing and celebrating the success for himself.  Like 

Ms. Anderson, Mr. Parker reminded students to celebrate their own successes. For 

example when students had moved into a new seating arrangement, he encouraged 

students to take a moment to tell their group what strength they would contribute to the 

success of the group.   “In a moment, you're going to share with your table one thing that 

you're going to contribute to the table in the next couple of weeks that we're together.”   

He went on reminding students that although it could be hard to talk about your own 

strengths.   

You have to admit that you do things well, that you have good qualities.  
Can you all do that?  It's hard to say that sometimes, isn't it?  It's hard to 
do that because sometimes we get in the whole thing like it's braggy.  And 
it's not braggy to say, ‘I'm good at this, and what-not’.  It's not braggy at 
all.  You should be proud of your accomplishments (Field notes, January 
2008). 
 

Helping students know and celebrate what they did well was an important aspect of the 

quality teaching practices of the teachers in this research. The findings from this research 

suggest that students can experience a variety of successes when their teachers accept the 

reality created by high-stakes testing, but look beyond it for their definition of success for 

both their students and themselves. 

UNIQUE PERSONALITIES 

Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) note the difficulty of defining quality 

teaching, “Perhaps we cannot define quality teaching, but we know it when we see it” (p. 

186).  It was apparent after only a short time in each classroom that the teachers I had 
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selected were engaging in quality teaching, like others who have spent time in classrooms 

(Goldstein; 2007; Eisner, 1998; Pressley, et al., 2001) the findings from this research 

confirm the complexity of teaching.  After multiple readings of the data, I was able to 

catalog the teacher’s practices according to the categories developed from the literature. 

While all three of these teachers implemented each of the elements of quality teaching 

these initial similarities were masked by the profound differences in the environment 

each teacher created. Ms. Jackson was motherly and passionate and demanded excellence 

from her students.  She also adhered closely to a standardized curriculum.  Ms. Anderson 

was quiet and connected the curriculum to her students. Mr. Parker was loud and funny 

and enjoyed learning as much as he enjoyed teaching. I was left wondering why these 

classrooms looked and felt so different from each other. 

Eisner  (1998) found after spending three months with third grade students that, 

“Direct experience underscores the personal idiosyncrasies of students that any 

elementary school teacher must deal with” (p. 190). He further noted that after directly 

observing these students the conception of “the average eight-year” was “vacuous”. The 

findings of this research suggest the importance of extending this questioning of the 

notion of “average” to those engaged in quality teaching.  

As the profiles of each teacher in this research emerged what became clear was 

that while their professional and content knowledge was highly developed, the tone that 

each teacher set in his/her classroom was a direct reflection of each teacher’s unique 

personality.  It was the focus through which their practices were enacted, for Ms. 

Jackson, the lens of othermothering; for Ms. Anderson it was the third space and for Mr. 

Parker the notion of life-long learning.  
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Mr. Parker explained his teaching in our first interview. When asked about what 

influenced his teaching, he answered 

Well, I think me, my personality does as far as the choices you make or 
the things you point out or whatnot or, you know I go off on all these little 
tangents about this or that or the other thing, whatever strikes my fancy, 
maybe what’s in the news or what’s important, what’s going on with 
specific kids or whatnot and so and that’s where the philosophy is that, 
you’re not just teaching third grade, you are trying to teach them about life 
and all the things, you are kind of thinking beyond this year, but for 
everything and so you just try to give lots of experiences and get them 
thinking about lots of different things, but that just comes from my 
personality, that’s just me (January 22, 2008). 
 

Mr. Parker made it clear that it was his personality: his love of learning, his desire to give 

students lots of experiences and sharing the stories that “struck his fancy” which created 

the unique classroom environment where students learned to learners.  Mr. Parker’s ideas 

were echoed in the comments of Ms. Anderson during the final interview  

I would say that it is very important my kids know that I am a nurturer and 
a caretaker and I am affectionate you know, in my life and I am that way 
with them too. They are such a huge part of your life and your classroom 
is where you are almost more time than you are anywhere else, you know 
what I mean, I think that your identity greatly affects how you are in the 
classroom (April 17, 2008). 
 

Although Ms. Anderson taught in a different context and had a different personality, she 

too highlighted that her classroom was a reflection of who she was “in life” and that this 

was important to her ability to impact the lives of students. 

Like the other two teachers, Ms. Jackson’s familial way of being with her 

children, while an aspect of her teaching, developed from how she was in her life outside 

of school, “I treat every child like they are my own, you know.  There’ nothing… I 

wouldn’t do to anything to these kids that I wouldn’t do to my own.” Because of her 

relationship with her students she related to them in unique ways, like when she asked 
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students, “What are you doing? You know better than that. I wish someone had given me 

books to read when I was young.” Or commented to a final wayward student, “You could 

drive the most patient person crazy.”  Taken out of context this comment might seem 

harsh or inappropriate, but within the frame of Ms. Jackson’s othermothering, it was 

received by the student as an authentic expression of frustration at the student’s attitude 

and a desire for the student to take advantage of every opportunity that she had been 

given. These teachers connected their practices to their lives and their success as teachers 

reflected this connection. 

In her work, ‘The art of teaching reading’ Calkins noted, “Sometimes in our 

hurry to please everyone, to do everything we’ve ever been told we leave out one thing: 

ourselves. Artistry comes from a sense of priority and purpose” (Calkins, 2001, p. 4).  

Eisner (2000) came to the same conclusion,  “The parts of these teaching skills that 

pertain to subject matter knowledge are important to be sure, but I believe minor in 

importance compared to the teachers’ personal and organizational skills” (p. 195).   The 

teachers in this research were able to take their knowledge both about teaching and the 

content and incorporate themselves. Each teacher was aware of his/her personal strengths 

and was able to take those strengths and use them to further their goals for their students 

and themselves.  

These strengths helped all three teachers create shared cultures and participate as 

members as well as leaders within the classroom community. As when Mr. Parker shared 

his national board success with students or when Ms. Anderson expressed her concern 

about getting married and changing her name. It was evident when Ms. Jackson reminded 

student that she had had to “duck and dodging bullets” and that they were NOT “ghetto”.   
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These teachers brought their lives with them to the classroom and utilized their 

experiences to relate to their students and facilitate their students’ success. 

The teachers in this research demonstrated successful classroom teaching 

environments that were unique and personal. These finding suggest that while content 

and professional knowledge were important, personal knowledge and confidence were 

also essential for these teachers as they created classroom environments where their 

students could be successful. This finding adds to the current literature with several 

implications for teachers, teacher educators and other stakeholders. 

IMPLICATIONS 

I now offer specific contributions made by this research examining the quality 

teaching practices of third grade teachers in high-stakes learning environments and the 

student successes they facilitated.  Examining the practices of these teachers in the 

classroom context adds to the literature in several areas. First, it provides evidence that 

while high-stakes tests limited teachers’ ability to engage in quality teaching, teachers 

still had the opportunity to create environments where meaningful learning and 

successful academic achievement could exist simultaneously.  By presenting these case 

studies, it is my hope that more classrooms, from pre-kindergarten through the university 

might reflect the type of quality teaching practices evidenced here.  Teachers, teacher 

educators and policy makers all have a stake in ensuring that those who come to the work 

of teaching children are able to implement teaching of the highest quality.   

Teachers 
The findings of this research have several implications for classroom teachers 
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who are negotiating the landscape of standards-based accountability created by current 

education reform measures. Classroom teachers can take specific insight from Rose 

Jackson, Margaret Anderson, and Douglas Parker by looking at the way in which they 

facilitated multiple successes for students in the context of the classroom.  As was noted 

in the NAEYC recent statement (2009) on developmentally appropriate practices.  

It is the teacher who is in the classroom every day with children. So it is 
the teacher who is in the best position to know the particular children in 
that classroom—their interests and experiences, what they excel in and 
what they struggle with, what they are eager and ready to learn. Without 
this particular knowledge, determining what is best for those children’s 
learning, as a group and individually, is impossible (p. 5). 
 

The teachers in this research knew their students, the subject matter, and themselves and 

used this knowledge to facilitate success for each student within the context of the school 

year. They talked with their students and shared their lives and knowledge with them. 

These findings suggest that even within the narrowed space created by high-stakes testing 

it is possible to make space for personal success both for the teachers and the students.  

Teachers should be encouraged to share their lives with students and explicitly address 

how the students can use their personal strengths to have successful and productive lives. 

Allington and Johnston (2002) noted in their discussion of those engaged in quality 

teaching, “Talk between teacher and student was personalized and personal. These 

teachers used conversation – real conversation – to learn about students” (p. 17).  The 

findings from this research confirm the importance of teachers talking with students as a 

means of learning about students and extend it by including the importance of teachers 

sharing their lives with students.  In addition, this research adds to the current discussion 

by including the importance of teachers knowing themselves, as well as their students, as 

people and learners.  
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 These findings suggest that regardless of their feelings about standardized testing, 

preparing their students for the reality of high-stakes tests in their lives was one 

component of these teachers’ practices. While they did not see the test as the ultimate 

measure of success for either their students or themselves, teachers discussed the test and 

did what they felt was necessary to help students be successful. As Booher-Jennings 

(2005) notes, current reform measures have had greater impact on the day-to-day 

practices of classroom teachers than in the past.  While the findings from this research 

confirm the impact of these policies on these teachers’ practices, they complicate this 

notion as teachers found ways to extend their definition of success for their students and 

facilitate those successes as well.   

Teacher educators 

Whether in kindergarten (Goldstein, 2007; 2008), third grade (Booher-Jennings, 

2005; Eisner, 2000), or the university setting, it is the job of educators to prepare diverse 

students to find personal spaces and explore success. The job of teacher educators is to 

prepare their prospective teachers to enter a profession that is complex and continually 

changing (Mathison & Freeman, 2003). In examining the significance of this research, it 

is important to consider the implications the quality teaching practices of these teachers 

for those in teacher education. 

For those teaching young children, considering the unique nature of each child is 

important. The NAEYC states,  “Developmental variation among children is the norm, 

and any one child’s progress also will vary across domains and disciplines, contexts, and 

time. Children differ in many other respects, too—including in their strengths, interests, 
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and preferences; personalities and approaches to learning; and knowledge, skills, and 

abilities based on prior experiences” (p. 9).  The findings of this research extend the 

importance of understanding differences to classroom teachers and the environments they 

create.  Teacher educators should consider personality and approaches to learning as they 

prepare teacher candidates for work in the complicated context of today’s public school.  

They must help their students to find and develop their personal strengths in the same 

way they help pre-service teachers develop their content and pedagogical knowledge. 

While the differences between the three classrooms was striking, it was each teachers’ 

understanding of themselves as learners and as people that allowed them to utilize these 

differences to facilitate each child’s success.  While some might see this as a detour from 

the necessary task of preparing teachers to survive in schools where high-stakes tests 

measure both the success of students and their teachers, these findings suggest, that for a 

teacher to know who she is and be able to incorporate that knowledge into her teaching 

practices is a central component to good teaching. Teacher educators must keep this in 

the center of their thinking and pedagogical planning and as was recommended for 

classroom teachers.  They must talk with pre-service teachers about their own strengths 

and needs as learners and people.  Teacher educators must model for pre-service teachers 

what they want them to model for students. 

The teachers in this research shared their own struggles and successes with 

students and this was an important part of their teaching and has implications for both 

teachers in the public schools and those in the college of education. For example, the way 

Ms. Jackson often referred to the obstacles she had overcome as an important model for 

students, and how Mr. Parker shared openly about his pride in attaining National Board 
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Certification provide insight into their lives. It is important for teacher educators 

incorporate personal space into the work they do with pre-service teachers. This must be 

done in the context of developing pedagogical and content knowledge. Like the teachers 

in this research, teacher educators must prepare teacher candidates for not only for the 

challenges of the university classroom but for the participation in the larger community. 

Ladson-Billings (1994) stressed the importance of helping students not only to 

understand the world as it is, but “equipping them to change it” (p. 139). The findings 

from this research suggest that equipping students to change the world must begin with 

equipping their teachers to do the same.  

Other stakeholders 

While it is important to consider the significance of these research findings for 

teachers and teacher educators, the need for other stakeholders to reflect on the current 

research is paramount.   Current education policies stress the importance of having high 

quality teachers in each classroom (NCLB, 2001).  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2006) 

noted that NCLB legislation contained “assumptions about teachers, teaching and teacher 

quality (p. 670),” particularly regarding the importance of content knowledge.  Garcia et 

al. (2006) note that the notion of high quality teachers developed by policymakers falls 

short on several counts; it fails to consider the “safe, respectful, culturally sensitive and 

responsive learning communities” (p. 698) that teachers and students establish together in 

their classrooms and the benefits to students and teachers these communities provided.  

The findings from this current research extend the notion of quality teaching beyond 

professional knowledge, content knowledge, disposition (Borko, Liston & Whitcomb, 
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2007) and education (Garcia et al., 2006) to include how these teachers established with 

their students learning communities that facilitated extended notions of success. 

In an email communication with Margaret Anderson, she offered some suggestions for 

policy makers.   

I would suggest that if lawmakers are really concerned with accountability 
and want to know if teachers are doing their jobs, then they should spend 
time in classrooms.  I feel that it is getting more and more difficult to be a 
good teacher…I think more effort should be made to attract GOOD 
teachers, support them, celebrate them, and retain them (May 1, 2008). 

  

Ms. Anderson noted that spending time in classroom could help policy makers 

better understand the impact of their policies. While a time investment this 

extensive might seem burdensome to many, it is only by spending extended 

periods of time in classrooms that a deep understanding of quality teaching is 

possible (Fenstermacher and Richardson, 2005). As policy makes seek to ensure 

success for all students, they must not settle for a definition of success that makes 

the job of providing quality instruction more difficult for teachers and their 

students. 

While the teachers worked to help students pass the mandates required by 

the state and federal legislation, the findings from this research suggest that none 

of the teachers saw the high-stakes standardized test as a measure of either their 

skill as a teacher or students’ abilities as learners.  Furthermore, none of these 

teachers cited students’ achievement on the test as a significant measure of 

success either for themselves or their students.  Schools environments must be 

designed that allow teachers to pursue an expanded notion of success for 

themselves and for their students.  
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LIMITATIONS AND QUESTIONS FOR FURTHER INQUIRY 

Even though this study contributes to the field of teaching and learning within the 

context of high-stakes testing, by examining an issue that has gone largely unaddressed in 

research, namely the quality teaching practices of third grade teachers in this context, the 

study itself contained limitations. The qualitative case study design and scope of this 

research limit these findings (Yin, 2003).  Nevertheless, they point to the need for further 

inquiry.  First, the intentional focus on quality teaching practices led to a subset of 

teachers that did not necessarily represent all teachers. The teachers in this research were 

experienced teachers, engaged in quality teaching practices and had been successful with 

students.  More research on how new teachers and those who have not experienced 

success with students might also insert their personality into the classroom and how 

might this impact their teaching and students’ success is still needed.  

In addition, this research while it included an extended field observation period 

did not follow either the teachers or their students into the community. It was also limited 

to a single school year and did not continue into the following school year.  Therefore, it 

is unclear how these teachers might have interacted with a different group of students or 

how the successes students’ experienced would have translated into successes in other 

classrooms, with different teachers or in their communities. Mr. Parker wondered,  “Can 

you still learn things when you have a teacher you don’t like or teaches in a way that you 

don’t [like]?”  Research, which follows these students or their teachers into different 

contexts and through multiple years, would provide significant insight into how the 

successes these teachers and students experienced could be sustained and/or expanded.  
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Outside the research design, other limitations developed during data collection. 

Due to delays with district approval, I was unable to observe how each teacher 

established his/her classroom community. Beginning of the year practices are an 

important element of establishing productive and successful environments for students 

(Bohn, Roehrig & Pressley, 2004), and better understanding how these teachers began 

their school years would provide helpful insight for teachers seeking to implement 

personal teaching practices in high-stakes learning environments. 

A second limitation that developed was related to the focal student data.  I had 

planned to include data about how the teachers’ actions were interpreted by students from 

interviews and informal conversations with the three focal students each teacher selected 

as representing a range of abilities in his/her class. However, based on interview data the 

children’s descriptions of their teacher were not particularly helpful in developing the 

elements of quality teaching, the unique features of each teacher, or the successes 

students were experiencing on a daily basic. Although data from students was included 

when available, the depth of this data was minimal.  The data may have been limited 

because of my focus on developing relationship with the teachers or my inexperience in 

data gathering.  Regardless, more research which the students in more meaningful ways 

would further extend notions of quality teaching in high-stakes learning environments.  

Beyond future areas of research designed to address the limitations of this study, 

the findings of this study suggest other avenues of research as well.  Perhaps the most 

thought provoking finding of this research is the role that each teacher’s personality 

played in their success in the classroom, particularly within the context of high-stakes 

testing. Current research on high-stakes testing examines the ways that standards-based 
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accountability has altered classroom practices (Au, 2007). While the findings of this 

research confirm the impact of these policies on the ways that these teachers thought 

about success, the significance of these findings is in the ways that each teacher opened 

up a personal space and utilized these openings to facilitate the success of their students.    

 Allington and Johnston (2002) began their work with exemplary teachers with the 

question, “What do we think teachers are supposed to be accomplishing? If, for example, 

we want [teachers] to create children who possess stacks of knowledge and skills, that is 

one thing; if we want them to create competent, caring, independent learners with self-

extending learning systems, as well as a robust knowledge base, that is another” (p 30). 

As stakeholders look for an answer to the problem of ensuring that students are 

successful and possess the essential knowledge and skills, the role of the teacher in these 

achievements cannot be ignored. The findings of this research suggest a single 

solution/definition for student success is not sufficient; rather it is essential to expand 

notions of success.  Rather than a single high-stakes, standardized measure of 

achievement, a solution must include an understanding of how teachers insert their 

personalities into their practice. These findings suggest that teachers’ inclusion of 

themselves is an essential component in facilitating success for students. When teachers 

use their strengths to teach their students and build learning environments, it engenders 

quality and facilitates students’ success both on standardized measures and as they move 

into the larger community.  

While the findings from this research focused on individual classrooms and how 

the teachers interacted with their students, each of the three teachers was interested in 

helping new teachers develop. Further inquiry into how those who engaged in high 
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quality teaching are involved with pre-service and novice teachers is essential. It is also 

necessary to understand these relationships are supported and developed.  

In addition, it is paramount to examine what counts as success for students in 

third grade classrooms. While each of these teachers had a different notion of success for 

themselves and their students and worked hard to ensure students accomplished these 

goals, they all felt constrained by the definition of success offered by the state of Texas. 

As standards based accountability policies and high-stakes tests increasingly impact 

teachers, their practices and their students, the need to understand success and how it is 

defined and accomplished is essential.   

Because of the complexity of getting to know people in classrooms, which are 

both very personal and public, I was not able to address all issues these teachers faced as 

they navigated the challenges outside the classroom particular to their campus and with 

their students. Further research, which extends and builds upon the previously established 

relationships, might lead to a deeper understanding of how teachers navigate these 

spaces.  

Finally, it is unclear how my presence in the classroom altered the ways that these 

teachers interacted with students.  While precautions were taken, including member 

checking, listening to gate-keepers and knowledgeable others, and looking for counter-

examples, the case studies presented were no doubt influenced by my respect and 

admiration for these teachers and the work they do with students.  Regardless, further 

inquiry must also include this balance between honestly portraying classroom life and 

presenting helpful insight for teachers, teacher educators, and policymakers. 
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CONCLUSION 

On the opening page of ‘The good preschool teacher’, Ayers (1989) notes, that 

often “proclamations from above” have “little appreciation for the contexts and needs of 

particular children in particular classrooms. Neither do they address the real-life concerns 

of specific families and teachers” (p. 1).  He adds that when this happens, “The messy, 

idiosyncratic nature of children and teachers in schools is overwhelmed.” The purpose of 

this research was to better understand the particular context and how each teacher 

successfully navigated it with particular students. The day I met Rose Jackson, she stated 

emphatically that, “Every child deserves a good teacher.” As current stakeholders seek to 

define and provide a quality teacher for every child, it is essential to consider how this is 

done. They must ask: which criteria are included; which are excluded; and how is quality 

measured?  The teachers in this research considered the strengths and needs of their 

students and their own strengths and needs as learners and people and then used all of this 

to help students be successful.   

McNeil (2000) warns that current reforms are silencing the voices of teachers. In 

our final interview, Margaret Anderson commented about the importance of bringing her 

personal strengths into the classroom, “That is what’s so funny about all these initiatives 

to make all classrooms and all students the same; it just doesn’t make any sense because 

so much of who a teacher is, is a part of her classroom.” (Interview, April 23, 2008).  

These findings demonstrate that quality teaching is not possible without confident, 

knowledgeable teachers. Such teachers, like their students, have different strengths and 

needs; minimizing these differences serves neither to build standardized notions of 
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success nor classrooms where teachers and students experience other more meaningful 

types of success.   

As Calkins (2001) notes, “We don’t bring a [particular] program to these 

moments. We bring all the conversations [about teaching and learning] we’ve ever had, 

and all our beliefs and willingness to learn from a child” (p.4).  It is not a program but a 

teacher that makes a difference in the life of a child.  She further cautioned, “Sometimes I 

think we hold students accountable for reading a particular passage or for doing a 

particular assignment, but we do not hold them accountable for living richly literate 

lives” (p. 8).  It is significant that the teachers in this research looked beyond 

standardized notions of accountability and focused on helping their students live richly 

literate lives.  In the mad dash to “leave no child behind,” we must not forget the 

importance of teachers who are able to bring their content knowledge, their teaching 

expertise, and themselves into the classroom everyday. 

 
 

 



180 

Appendix A 

Quality Teaching 

Conducted By: 

Elizabeth S. Feger, Doctoral Student 
Department of Curriculum and Instruction 
Early Childhood Education 
betsmith1@mail.utexas.edu 
512-826-3081 

Christopher P. Brown, Assistant Professor 
Department Curriculum and Instruction 
Early Childhood Education 
cpbrown@mail.utexas.edu 
512- 232-2288 

 
Invitation to participate: 
You are invited to participate in a study about how quality teachers facilitate the success of their 
students. This form provides you with information about the study. As the person in charge of 
this research, I will also describe this study to you and address questions you may have. Before 
you decide whether or not to participate, please read the information below and let me know if 
there is anything you don’t understand. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can 
refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You 
can stop your participation at any time by simply telling me. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine how third grade teachers in high-stakes environments 
facilitate students successes. Your responses to the questions through the interview will help us 
better understand the ways that teachers facilitate student success.  
  
Should you choose to participate, your responses will be kept entirely confidential.  They 
will not be attached in any way to this form, nor will they have any identifying information 
attached to them.  

 

If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to complete two formal interviews, as well 
allow my presence in your classroom up to 3days per week.  
  
Total estimated time to participate in study is three months. 
 
Risks and Benefits of participation: There are minimal risks associated with your participation 
in the study. That risk is loss of confidentiality. Potential benefits for you include the chance to 
reflect and consider your experiences as a teacher and a specifically a teacher of writing.   
 
Compensation: There is no compensation for your participation in this study.  
  
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept private. Authorized persons from The 
University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review Board, have the legal right to 
review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent 
permitted by law.  All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to 
identify you as a subject.  
 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later or want 
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additional information, contact us (see phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this 
page). 

 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact Clarke A. 
Burnham, Ph.D., Chair of UT Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, 
(512) 232-4383. 

 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

 

Statement of Consent: 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
_______________________________  _________________________________ 
Name of Participant    Signature of Participant    Date 
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Appendix B 

Initial Teacher Interview Protocol (August 2007) 

In this interview, I would like to talk to you about your experiences teaching third grade 
in Texas public schools   As you know, I am interested in how teachers facilitate 
students’ success on a number of levels.  Additionally, I want to find out how you define 
success for the students in your classroom. I will be asking you questions that focus on 
your thoughts, experiences and decisions in regards to what and how you teach.  Finally I 
will be asking you questions about how you facilitate success for specific students in your 
classroom.  Finally I will be asking you a few questions about how this has influenced by 
federal, state and district mandates (NCLB, TEKS, and TAKS, others) 
 
This is a voluntary interview. You can refuse to answer any question, or stop the 
interview at any time.  You can decide not to participation with no negative 
consequences. Everything you say is confidential and no one other than me will be able 
to connect your words to you.  If you have any questions you can ask me anytime – now 
or during the interview. 
 
I would like to record our conversation.  The record will be kept with a pseudonym rather 
than your name so no one knows who you are.  May I begin taping? 
 
First of all, I would like to know more about how you came to be teaching here in Texas?  
 
Tell me about your teacher education and your teaching experience to this point.   
 
Tell me about what influences who you are as a teacher? 
 
What is your general teaching philosophy? (Dolezal, 2003) 
 
What does it mean to be a “quality” teacher? What do quality teachers do to help students 
succeed? 
 
As a teacher, what do you see being the role of the student in the classroom? 
 
How has this changed during your career? 
 
What does it mean for students’ to be successful? In what ways do you structure your 
teaching to help students be successful? 
 
What are your goals for the children in your classroom this year?  
 
How will you go about finding out when they’ve gained that information or those skills? 
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How do you motivate the students in your classroom? Examples? (Dolezal, 2003) 
 
How do you assist struggling students? Above-average students? How does that 
instruction differ from your typical instruction? (Dolezal, 2003) 
 
What activities do students seem to most enjoy? Least enjoy? (Dolezal, 2003) 
How do you set up your classroom to encourage a motivating and supporting 
environment? (Dolezal, 2003) 
 
Do you feel you have enough time to devote to student motivation and your own teaching 
goals? 
 
Tell me about teaching third grade?  How does it compare with teaching other grades? 
 
What are the top challenges that face you as a third grade teacher in this school? 
 
What does the school require you to do as a third grade teacher? How do you feel about 
doing it? 
 
How have the TAKS test and state promotion policy affected your teaching? 
 
What is being done on the campus level that helps you facilitate the success of the 
students in your classroom? 
 
Do you feel any specific pressures as a third grade teacher?  
 
How do you feel about the possibility that you might have to retain students?  
 
Is there anything that you want to add that I have not asked? 
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Appendix C 

 
Student interview 
 
I have been spending time in your classroom because I want to find out more about what 
teachers do.   I am going to be asking you about what you think about how things are 
going this year at school.   
 
This is interview is your choice, if don’t want to answer any question, or you want to stop 
talking to me just let me know. It is okay; you won’t get in trouble.  No one but me will 
know about what you say.  If you have any questions you can ask me anytime – now or 
while we are talking. 
 
 I would like to record our conversation.  The record will be kept with a pseudonym, a 
special different name from your real name so no one knows who you are.  May I begin 
taping? 
 
Tell me about yourself? What is your favorite thing to do?   
 
What do you like about school? What don’t you like?  
 
What is your favorite part about school? 
 
What is your least favorite part about school? 
 
How do you know if you have a good teacher? 
 
How do you know your teacher cares about you? 
 
What kinds of things does your teacher do to make school more fun and exciting? 
 
Do your teacher give you work that is interesting and challenging for you? 
 
How do you feel when she does that? 
 
Does your teacher like coming to school? 
 
Does your teacher ever talk to your family?  
 
Besides school, where do you see your teacher?  
 
Does your teacher teach you things that will help you to be successful in the future?  
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Appendix D 

 
Principal Interview 
In this interview, I would like to talk to you about your experiences working with 
teachers in Texas public schools   As you know, I am interested in how teachers facilitate 
students’ success on a number of levels.  Additionally, I want to find out how success has 
been defined for the students in their classrooms. I will be asking you questions that focus 
on your thoughts and experiences in regards to the role of the teacher in the classroom 
and how district and state stakeholders have influenced this. In addition I will ask some 
questions about (case study teacher’s) third grade class and how she facilitates success 
for the children in her class. 
 
This is a voluntary interview. You can refuse to answer any question, or stop the 
interview at any time.  You can decide not to participation with no negative 
consequences. Everything you say is confidential and no one other than me will be able 
to connect your words to you.  If you have any questions you can ask me anytime – now 
or during the interview. 
 
I would like to record our conversation.  The record will be kept with a pseudonym rather 
than your name so no one knows who you are.  May I begin taping? 
 
Tell me about how you came to be principal of this elementary school? 
 
Tell me about your role as principal of this school. 
 
As a principal, what do you see being the role of the teachers in the classroom? 
 
Where does this come from? 
 
What are your goals for the students in your school this year? 
 
How does the school know that they’ve gained that information or those skills? 
 
How do you feel about teaching and learning in third grade at this school?  How have the 
TAKS and states retention policy influenced what is happening on this campus?  In third 
grade? 
 
What is a successful teacher? And how do scores on the TAKS test affect your 
perception?  
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How do you see Mrs. Jones’s facilitating successful student outcomes in her classrooms? 
What role does she play in ensuring her student success? 
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