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Background on Teach For America!

•"According to the mission statement on their website, “Teach For 
America is growing the movement of leaders who work to ensure that 

kids growing up in poverty get an excellent education.” !

•"TFA corps members are selected based on a variety of factors 

including: “demonstrated past leadership and achievement,” 
“perseverance,” and a “thorough understanding of and desire to work 

relentlessly in pursuit of [the TFA] vision.”!

•"Corps members commit to teach for 2 years in low-income schools. !

Why Teach For America is Important to Study!

•"TFA is a well-known, nationwide nonprofit that receives a lot of 

attention in the popular press.!

•"Fortune Magazine ranks TFA in the top 100 companies to work for in 
America. It is valuable to look at the narratives of the employees of 

this organization to determine the how they conceptualize their role  

and how they talk about meaningfulness in their work, because many 
of these findings have implications transferrable across organizations.!

Metaphor Theory!

•"People often talk about work and jobs using metaphorical language 

(i.e. – “my job is a rollercoaster;” “my career has been a journey”). !

•"This imagery can reveal how a person defines success in his or her 

job, how meaningful work is conceptualized and priorities for 
individuals as they determine boundaries in work-life balance.  !

Meanings of Work and Career!

•"Career scholars, employers and employees have become 

increasingly interested in studying work as a job, career and calling, 
and factors affecting resilience and role identity in organizations. This 

project builds on previous research by examining these themes 

through narratives of TFA corps members that reveal attitudes toward 
and metaphors of work. !

Background! Discussion!

Methods!

Citations and Acknowledgements!

“What role will  play?”!
-slogan on a Teach For America recruitment poster!

The 5 most common metaphors for 

conceptualizing work identity for TFA corps 

members in this study include:!

 Superhero or       

!Savior!

Survivor!

Surrogate Parent!     Students#!

!Champion!

Soldier!

•"In this metaphor, corps members 

talk about the need and 
obligation they feel to save 

students in “failing schools” from 
a hopeless plight.!

•" There are high expectations of 
“miraculous” improvements in!

•"In this metaphor, corps members 

say that teaching is a daily battle. !

•"Soldiers conceptualize the 
“enemy” differently: the 

administration, the education 

system or specific, “recalcitrant” 
students.!

•"Victory is correlated with how the 

enemy is defined: education 

reform or significant student 
academic gains.!

•"In this metaphor, the corps 

member talks about desperately 
trying to complete all of the 

overwhelming tasks required of 
teachers.!

•"Survivors talk about desperately 
trying to hold on, to keep their 

heads above water, and to make it 
from one day to the next.!

. !

•"In this metaphor, corps members 

see themselves as one of many 
influences in student success.!

•"Students are given primary 

agency in their academic 

success, and teachers see 
individual capabilities in their!

•"In this metaphor, corps members 

talk about finding a renewed 
purpose in life, centered on their 

love for and willingness to do 
anything to help their students.!

•"Possessive pronouns are 
commonly attached to students 

(i.e. – teachers refer to them as 
“my kids.”)!

Implications!

Findings!

•"Many survivors count down to breaks, holidays 

and the end of their commitment with TFA.!

Data Selection!

•"In order to obtain a representative sample of corps members across 

the United States and the Pre-K – 12 spectrum, I selected 8 bloggers 
(2 from each grade distinction: early childhood, elementary, middle 

school and high school) from each of the 6 major regions TFA 

designates on their website, with the exception of New England, 
because this region lacks an Early Childhood program. !

•"46 blogs were selected, using a numerically random selection, from 

the Teach For America website.!

•"Blogs were then read to see how corps members# narratives reflect 

themes about work, identity, meaning and success. !

Photo credits!

S is for Superman by Gareth Simpson on Fotopedia!

Army training by the U.S. Army in Fort Hunter Liggett on Fotopedia!

Simple raft by Mykola Swarnyk on Fotopedia!

Psd graphics gold trophy cup!

Family restroom sign JFK, New York City on Flickriver!

•"The rise of nonprofit work makes a large, well-established 
and well-known organization particularly interesting to study 

because the implications have potential to be transferrable.!

•"This study is still in the initial phase of determining precise 

implications.!

Potential implications of this study include: !

1." Callings as responses to great social needs. The 
exploration of what might be problematic about the 

metaphors that have surfaced, what might be useful and 

what metaphors have not appeared and why.!

2." Metaphors as revealing identity, success and value on 1) 
a personal level, 2) an organizational level, and 3) a 

social level.!

3." The relationship of perspectives (me/we/they/you 

orientation) to resilience, job satisfaction and definitions of 
success.  !

students, which they use to motivate them to 

take ownership of their futures.!

•"This metaphor assumes that the students# 

parents or guardians are absent, and that the 
TFA corps member can fill that void. !

student scores. The hero shoulders the entire 

burden of student success, rarely talking about 
student agency. !

Metaphors and Meaning!

•"The soldier metaphor elicits questions of how employees 
within organizations define success differently. Even with 

clearly defined goals and objectives from the leadership, how 

do employees “fighting in the trenches” uphold or redefine 
those goals and why? !

•"The survivor metaphor raises issues of work-life balance, 

the benefits of a realistic job preview, meaningful work and 

job satisfaction in a highly demanding career.!

•"The superhero/savior and the students# champion 
metaphors bring up the issue of agency. How do 

organizations like TFA encourage their staff members to 

exert agency to work to end a social issue (like the 
achievement gap in education) without taking away agency 

from the individuals affected by the issue (like the students 
and their parents)?!

•"The surrogate parent metaphor reveals assumptions of 
absentee parenting and a lack of perspective-taking on the 

part of the corps member. It also draws on larger discourses 
of parenting and hints at gendered archetypes.!

Perspectives and Metaphors!

•"Resiliency, job satisfaction and definitions of success seem 

to be correlated with the perspective that the corps member 

uses to narrate his or her experience. For example, the 
majority of posts across metaphor types are written from a 

“me” orientation, raising questions about the pursuit of 
happiness and success in what many consider 

“other” (student-focused) or even “we” (team focused) 

oriented careers.!
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