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The development of strong teacher communities is an idea that has been 

promoted as a way to foster strong school communities and to raise student academic 

achievement.  As part of the contemporary small schools reform movement, schools-

within-schools are also cited as a way of increasing school-wide and teacher community 

through the increased social interactions due to the smaller school size.  However, little 

dedicated research has been directed at this topic.  In response to the lack of clarity on the 

subject, this study examined the change in teacher community at a high school during the 

initial stages of its efforts to implement a schools-within-schools model.  The research 

questions that guided the inquiry were:  1) How did teachers describe the teacher 

community that existed in their school?  What experiences of teachers appeared to shape 

these descriptions?  2) What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  

What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? and 3) What 
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were teachers’ views of a change in teacher community following the school’s 

restructuring of its organization to one that follows a schools-within-schools model?  

Data came from three sources: interviews with 12 faculty members at the school, 

observations of faculty interactions, and school documents that provided a background 

context of meetings and school structure.  Data collection and analysis was guided by the 

components of teacher community from Westheimer’s (1998) theoretical framework: 

interaction and participation; interdependence; shared interests and beliefs; concern for 

individual and minority views; and meaningful relationships. 

The results revealed that teachers’ perceptions of community changed from one 

defined by strong departmental relationships and limited interdepartmental connections to 

one characterized by incidental relationships, a lack of common goals, and isolation.  The 

constant change in district and school policies and initiatives and the high teacher 

turnover were primary reasons for these outcomes.  Teachers’ goals and beliefs were 

found to be strongly influenced by their assignment, or lack thereof, to an 

interdisciplinary team of teachers.  Primary implications included:  1) restructuring 

attempts must be enacted intentionally, with teacher involvement in the process; and      

2) teacher retention must be a focus in order to maintain continuity of communication and 

trust, and ultimately, professional collaboration. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Social theorists (e.g., Bellah et al., 1985; Etzioni, 1993; Putnam, 2000) point to a 

decline in traditional notions of community, particularly during the past half-century.  

These scholars’ accounts have detailed how people are less grounded by place, less likely 

to know their neighbors, and less committed to civic life than in any other time period.  

The resulting feelings of anonymity and disconnectedness invariably spill over and 

infiltrate schools.   

However, a renewed interest in social movements to restore community ideals has 

emerged.  Etzioni (1993), as spokesperson for the communitarian movement, claims that 

rights outweigh responsibilities and that social bonds must be renewed with a 

commitment to public life based on shared values and mutual understanding.  Based on 

these ideas, Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth (2000) assert the need for schools to 

act as leaders in forging these bonds.  In particular, they believe that the best starting 

point is with teachers and that from there, school community will build outward. 

Sergiovanni (1994) presented a comprehensive case for why community is 

important, especially for teachers and students who spend significant portions of their 

lives in schools. Primarily, he pointed to the work of French sociologist Emile Durkheim 

(1964), who proposed that humans have a basic need to belong, to be connected to others, 

and to identify with a set of norms that give direction and meaning to life. Without 

values, goals, and norms, people become alienated from themselves, from others, and 

ultimately from society.  For both Durkheim and Sergiovanni, the antidote is community. 
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Sergiovanni (1994) noted that without community, people take one of two 

possible routes.  They either live in a state of disconnectedness, without attachments to 

others or a collective goal, or they create artificial substitutes, such as informal groups 

with dysfunctional norm systems that resist change, discourage cooperation, and 

disconnect them further from others and from their work. According to this conception, 

students who do not feel part of a community create strong student subcultures that 

isolate them from growing and leading productive lives with authentic, dynamic 

interactions with others. 

If teachers do not feel strong connections to a community, they may find it 

difficult to model positive interactions for their students, as well as to create bonds with 

or among their students.  Therefore, Sergiovanni (1994) advocated the construction of 

community among teachers in order for it to translate into practice throughout the school.  

Westheimer (1998) echoed many of the same sentiments.  He noted that since teachers 

are the central figures in education, the way in which they structure their work and their 

lives in schools has a profound impact on students’ learning environments.  In addition, 

teachers’ levels of commitment and involvement are greatly affected.  As an example, 

Westheimer pointed to the support, motivation and direction that teachers derive from 

one another and how collaboration can foster these aspects of community. 

Statement of the Problem 

As Sergiovanni (1994) and Westheimer (1998) noted, teachers form the basis for 

the creation of school-wide community. The nature of teachers’ interactions and the 
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community that develops in the school has been found to be an important factor in school 

success (e.g., Newmann, 1981; Raywid, 1997).  Smaller schools have been advocated in 

increasing numbers in the last decade, in particular because they foster increased school 

community.  This amelioration in school climate is based upon stronger relationships 

among teachers and between teachers and students and has been found to lead to an 

increase in student achievement (e.g., Bracey, 2001; Galletti, 1999; Raywid, 1997). 

One of the most recent education reform efforts to create smaller schools has 

been the schools-within-schools (SWS) model.  Although different formats exist, the 

general concept is the division of large, comprehensive high schools into multiple smaller 

schools that operate somewhat independently, while physically remaining in the same 

building.  Thus, both teachers and students are effectively in smaller school environments 

and have the potential for increased social interactions.   

Under the SWS model, teachers are not grouped by departments, but, instead, 

they are grouped according to the students they teach.  The proximity of teachers to 

colleagues who work with the same students potentially could translate into an increase 

in collaboration and, combined with other factors that contribute to community, could 

lead to an overall increase in the level of teacher community. However, the extent to 

which the SWS model leads to improved social relations among teachers has not been 

thoroughly investigated.  In order to provide some research to address this gap, this study 

examines the change in a school’s teacher community as a result of its move to the SWS 

model. 
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Research Questions 

The following three research questions guided the data collection and analysis: 

1. How did teachers describe the teacher community that existed in their 

school?  What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these 

descriptions? 

2. What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  What 

experiences of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? 

3. What were teachers’ views of a change in teacher community following 

the school’s restructuring of its organization to one that follows a schools-

within-schools model? 

Significance of the Study 

The current advocacy movement for small schools relies primarily on case study 

research of very special small schools, often with limited or selective enrollments (Lee & 

Ready, 2007).  In addition, most studies focus on the relationship between small school 

size and student achievement, with little attention to the effect on teachers’ work lives 

(Louis & King, 1993). 

Teachers’ work lives outside of the classroom are greatly influenced by the nature 

of their interactions with the other adults in the school.  This level of interaction forms 

the basis of the teacher community and has been shown to affect the impact that teachers 

have on their students (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; Rosenholz, 1989).  Therefore, 
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changes in teacher community that occur from structural reforms are ultimately 

manifested in student achievement. 

This study examined the nature of the teacher community during one school’s 

implementation of the SWS model.  The insights gained from this investigation should 

improve the field of education by providing practitioners, administrators, policy makers, 

and others with a rich description of how the SWS model impacts teacher community. 

Overview of Methodology 

In the form of a qualitative case study, the inquiry focused on the nature of the 

teacher community in one high school and changes associated with the implementation of 

a SWS model.  Westheimer’s (1998) theoretical framework, which conceptualized 

teacher community in five components (interaction and participation; interdependence; 

shared interests and beliefs; concern for minority views; and meaningful relationships), 

provided the main basis for research and analysis.  The background information of the 

framework is explained further in chapter two, along with other relevant literature.  

Chapter three provides specific details regarding the methodology of the study. 

Conclusion 

In response to the advocacy for renewed community bonds in schools, reform 

models are emphasizing smaller schools.  These newly created smaller schools, 

especially SWS, are designed to increase social interactions among teachers and between 

teachers and students.  However, since the effects of the SWS model on teacher 
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community have not been investigated, this research study provides some illumination of 

this area. The next chapter describes the relevant literature on teacher community and the 

contemporary small schools movement.  Based on this extant literature, the methodology 

of the case study is detailed in chapter three. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The nature of teachers’ interactions and the teacher community that develops in a 

school has been found to be an important factor in school success, as indicated by student 

achievement (Rosenholtz, 1989; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).  Smaller schools have 

been advocated in increasing numbers in the last decade, in particular because they foster 

increased school community and opportunities for teachers to collaborate (Bracey, 2001; 

Galletti, 1999; Raywid, 1997).  The intersection between teacher community and small 

schools is an important aspect of contemporary school reform. In this chapter, I review 

the literature on each component separately and then the ways in which they have been 

studied together. 

Teacher Community 

The literature on teacher community is divided into two sections: the first 

explains how scholars have theoretically conceived teacher community and the second 

describes the research conducted on the topic. 

The Theoretical Concept of Teacher Community 

In the mid-1980s, a “second-wave” of educational reform was initiated that 

focused on teacher empowerment and collaboration (Zeichner, 1991).  Unlike earlier 

calls for externally imposed reforms that were the product of reports, such as A Nation at 

Risk, this new agenda has resulted in many efforts to implement new initiatives, including 
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site-based management and teacher teams in schools.  Through these new outlets, 

emphasis was given to the fostering of Teachers’ Professional Community (TPC).  While 

reformers advocated for stronger teacher relationships, no clear and commonly held 

definition was given of what constituted TPC or what it looked like in practice.  Since 

that time, scholars (Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth, 2001; Sergiovanni, 1994; 

Westheimer, 1998) have attempted to conceptualize the idea and portray it in greater 

detail; their work has proven fundamental in the development of the concept.   

Sergiovanni (1994), in one of the most influential descriptions of what 

community can look like in schools, defined the notion of community in theoretical terms 

and then applied it to the entire school population, to classrooms, and to groups of 

teachers.  He advocated for a change in the theory of schooling such that the focus would 

be on connections of people to purposes and connections among people based on those 

connections to purposes.  Sergiovanni viewed community as socially organized around 

personal relationships that rely on common norms, purposes and values. Through this 

building of community, he believed that teachers would be more empowered as they 

focused on shared commitments, obligations and duties. 

In introducing the theoretical underpinnings of community, Sergiovanni drew 

extensively on the work of 19th century sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies who differentiated 

between gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  While these terms may seem unapproachable, 

they are distinct words that communicate a set of concepts and ideas considered seminal 

in sociology, and are metaphors that illustrate two ideal types.  Gemeinschaft translates to 

community, while gesellschaft translates to society.  Tönnies used these terms to describe 
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the shifting values and orientations of human beings as they adapted from agrarian ways 

of life to more industrialized organization.   

According to Tönnies, gemeinschaft exists in three forms: by kinship, of place, 

and of mind.  Each of these forms of gemeinschaft is important and has its role in human 

connections.  Gemeinschaft by kinship refers to the identity people feel in relation to their 

families, gemeinschaft of place emerges from the sharing of a common habitat, and 

gemeinschaft of mind arises from mutual commitments to shared goals and values.  In 

order to help raise awareness of how each type of gemeinschaft can be fostered in 

schools, Sergiovanni (1994) posed several questions, such as:  

What can be done to increase the sense of kinship, neighborliness, and 
collegiality among the faculty?  How can we become more of a 
professional community where we care about each other and help each 
other to be and to learn, and to lead more productive work lives?  How can 
the school itself, as a collection of families, become more like a 
neighborhood?  What are the shared values and commitments that enable 
the school to become a community of the mind? (p. 7) 
 
As these questions are answered, Sergiovanni believed schools would begin the 

process of transforming themselves from organized collections of individuals into 

gemeinschafts of each of the three forms.  However, Sergiovanni acknowledged the 

necessity of some aspects of gesellschaft, and therefore, his goal for schools was to build 

gemeinschaft within gesellschaft, that is, community within society. 

Sergiovanni asserted relationships as essential to the fostering of community.  He 

outlined several ways for these relationships to be formed and strengthened.  One of the 

ways was through curriculum construction.  He stated that when teachers join together to 
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develop an educational platform, they must come to a consensus around their values and 

beliefs.  This formation of a shared vision, in turn, strengthens teachers’ relationships.  

Further, Sergiovanni pointed out that the shared values are manifested by powerful norms 

systems, which will also foster community ties. 

Another way that Sergiovanni advocated for teachers to come together as a 

community is through inquiry.  He asserted that becoming a community of learners is 

very important, especially since teachers serve as the primary intellectual role models for 

students.  In addition, he maintained that learning projects force debates about what is 

important, promote understanding and appreciation for the work of others, empower 

teachers by promoting greater understanding of their own work, and create ties that bind 

teachers together and to a shared set of ideas.  Taking this notion to an even higher level, 

Sergiovanni suggested that teachers should also become a community of leaders.  To 

enable this shift, leadership must be redefined from power over events and people to 

power of people to accomplish shared goals. 

Building upon Sergiovanni’s conceptualization of teacher community, 

Westheimer (1998) began an investigation into how social theorists’ conceptions of 

community can be applied to school environments.  In his study, Westheimer focused 

exclusively on the nature of teacher community, thereby providing one of the richest 

descriptions yet of how teachers work together. In developing his theoretical framework, 

Westheimer drew primarily on the conceptual literature regarding community, especially 
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that of Bellah et al. (1985) and Selznick (1992).  From these social theorists, he found 

five factors to be most helpful in defining community in schools:  

1. Interaction and participation;  

2. Interdependence;  

3. Shared interests and beliefs;  

4. Concern for individual and minority views; and  

5. Meaningful relationships.   

As the first component in teacher community, interaction and participation among 

the faculty is of central importance.  Through participation in community, humans satisfy 

their need for attachment and social bonds, as well as develop stronger senses of identity 

and commitment.  As Dewey (1938) noted, human experience is inherently social and, 

therefore, depends on interpersonal contact and communication within community in 

order for individual growth.  However, Westheimer points out that Dewey and others also 

assert the converse: that experiences that foster interaction and participation are seen not 

only as indicators of community, but also as requisites for community.  In a continuing 

cycle, the resulting sense of community enriches and facilitates future interactions. 

Another important aspect of community is described by Bellah and his co-authors 

in Habits of the Heart (1985).  They pointed to interdependence and shared practices that 

foster reciprocity and mutual need.  When people in a group do not need each other, the 

bonds that tie them together are loose and often contrived.  On the other hand, when 

people are mutually dependent, they form attachments to one another and have higher 
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levels of commitment to the community.  Bellah made a distinction between an 

interdependent group and what he called “communities of interest,” which are groups of 

people that come together because of an interest in similar things, but do not rely on each 

other. Examples that Bellah gave for communities of interest included singles bars, 

investment pools, and condominium-owners boards.  These groups could become 

communities in the strong sense of the word, but, to achieve that goal, the members 

would have to transcend their orientation toward individual pursuits and seek to foster a 

common identity and sense of commitment to each other and the group as a whole.   

A foundation of shared interests and beliefs is fundamental for community to 

flourish. Westheimer pointed to the argument set forth by Selznick (1992) that the bonds 

of community are strongest when they rely on shared history and culture.  This could be 

in the form of a common language, ideology, or purpose and can be developed by 

community members engaging with each other in meaningful interactions.  In this model, 

the sharing of values and beliefs is one of several components that denote community. 

However, groups exist that are based solely on this aspect and some theorists caution 

against the dangers posed by this narrowness that are seen particularly in religious cults 

(Bellah et al., 1985; Noddings, 1996).  The challenge of communities, therefore, is to 

bring people together around a set of beliefs and interests all the while permitting 

members to retain some sense of individuality in ideas and perspectives. 

This thought naturally leads to the fourth component of community that 

Westheimer (1998) included in his theoretical model: a concern for individual and 

minority views.  While an important aspect of community is that it be centered on shared 
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values, individual differences must be allowed.  In fact, social theorists, such as Selznick 

(1992), argue that these individual differences foster growth within the community. 

When forums for exchanges of ideas exist that allow members to discuss and consider 

various perspectives, the level of critical reflection increases.  When consensus cannot be 

reached, compromise enables communities to remain strong while acknowledging 

member diversity. This balance between group coherence and individual views allows a 

significant level of pluralism to flourish.   

Noting a small body of literature on the importance of meaningful relationships 

between members, particularly within schools, Westheimer included it as the fifth marker 

of community.  The work in this area points to the lack of affiliation and identity that 

many children and adults have with their schools, and, therefore, they advocated for 

schools to become deliberate communities that provide a sense of connection and purpose 

to their members (e.g., Gardner, 1991; Raywid, 1988). While these proponents also noted 

the importance of other aspects of community, they viewed meaningful relationships as 

the most unifying force of communities.  Westheimer referred especially to the thoughts 

of Goodlad (1984) and Dewey (1916) in the identification of the social nature of schools 

and the importance of these interactions in the fulfillment of individuals’ lives.  In 

addition, Noddings’ emphasis on a caring environment (1992) provided further support to 

the value of meaningful relationships. 

In their conceptualization of what a teacher community means, Grossman, 

Wineburg and Woolworth (2001) referred to many of the same components as did 

Sergiovanni and Westheimer.  In particular, they drew on Tönnies’ theories of 
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gemeinschaft and gesellschaft and Bellah et al.’s work on community.  However, they 

extended the discussion by focusing on what the term professional means when applied 

to a community.  They pointed out that for a group of teachers to emerge as a 

professional community, the well-being of students must be central.  

Although the improvement of pedagogical knowledge (that which can directly 

inform instructional practice) is often advocated as the most common rationale for 

teachers working together, Grossman, Wineburg and Woolworth added another essential 

component.  They believed that the continuing intellectual development of teachers in the 

subject that they are teaching is of equal importance with their development of pedagogy. 

In order for teachers to grow in their knowledge and keep up with advancements in their 

field, they must be lifelong learners of their subjects. By coming together with other 

teachers, they can undertake learning projects that help meet these needs.  Therefore, 

Grossman, Wineburg and Woolworth stipulate in their definition that teacher community 

must be equally concerned with student learning and teacher learning. 

The three scholars’ work cited in this section (Sergiovanni, 1994; Westheimer, 

1998; and Grossman, Wineburg and Woolworth, 2001) establishes a foundation for a 

better conceptualization of teacher community.  It also provides the basis for their and 

others’ research on teacher community, as presented in the next section. 

Research on Teacher Community 

Using their definition of teacher community, each of the three scholars described 

in the previous section offered examples of teacher community in practice.  In addition to 
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relating the studies of Sergiovanni, Westheimer, and Grossman, Wineburg and 

Woolworth in this section, I include two others:  one by Achinstein (2002) and another by 

Barnett and Fallon (2007).  Each of these studies helps to provide a clearer picture of 

teacher community. 

In his book, Sergiovanni described four schools with strong teacher communities: 

Central Park East Secondary School in East Harlem, New York; Köln-Holweide 

Comprehensive School in Cologne, Germany; Denali School in Fairbanks, Alaska; and 

Jackson-Keller School in San Antonio, Texas.  Although each teacher community was 

different, each one added substance to efforts to portray what teacher community can 

look like and how it can transform a school environment. 

Central Park East Secondary School (CPESS) was founded in 1985 as a public 

secondary school within District 4 of the New York City Public School System, which 

has an expressed commitment to decentralization and small schools.  As such, the school, 

directed by Deborah Meier who provided the information necessary for this account, 

emphasizes interdisciplinary studies, problems-oriented teaching, and exhibitions of 

mastery.  The curriculum is organized around two main themes, humanities and math-

science, and students spend two hours each day studying in each area.  The day is 

rounded out with foreign language (Spanish), physical education, computers, library use, 

and conferences.  Because of the unique schedule, class sizes are smaller and students 

work with only three teachers each day.  As a result, many of the four hundred students 

who attended the school developed more meaningful personal relationships than they did 

at their former larger schools.  Not only do teachers teach in collaborative settings, but 
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decisions are made collectively as well.  The teachers work together in formulating class 

content, pedagogy, and assessment.  Thus, teachers are empowered to make decisions 

that they believe will best suit the needs of their students and the overall goals of the 

school (Meier, 1991, as cited in Sergiovanni, 1994). 

The Köln-Holweide School, with a larger number of students than CPESS, shares 

a similar commitment to personalized instruction and interaction.  Students are divided 

into table groups of five to six students.  These heterogeneous groups stay together for at 

least a year and sometimes longer.  Eighteen to twenty table groups make up a larger 

grouping of students, for which a team of six full-time teachers is responsible.  Time is 

set aside each day for the teaching team to meet, plan together, and make decisions about 

how to group students, how to organize the school day, and who will teach which 

subjects.  Through this structure, teachers work closely with each other in the daily 

organization of school life, but also in initiating in-service training as needed on topics 

they determine. 

At the Denali School, teachers reinvigorated themselves and their curriculum 

through a joint science project with the University of Alaska.  The elementary school 

teachers sought to increase their knowledge of science, so they engaged in weekly staff 

development sessions with university professors.  Through the experience, teachers not 

only increased their own education, which they shared with their students, but they also 

developed a stronger sense of teacher community.  In addition, the teachers joined with 

parents in sharing leadership tasks for the school.  Each member of the staff makes an 

effort to carve out a personal niche to enhance the school community and learning for 
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students.  Examples of this include a winter survival program, school garden, and 

enhanced 4-H program. The changes at the Denali School have resulted in a stronger 

vision for the community, with teachers joining together around shared values and 

commitments (Denali Elementary School, 1991, as cited in Sergiovanni, 1994). 

The final example that Sergiovanni described is that of the Jackson-Keller 

School. Change at this school began in 1992 when the faculty decided to reorganize into 

five mixed grade-level families, each sharing a common space.  Under this plan, the K-5 

students remain in the same groups throughout their time at the school. This arrangement 

thereby provides for a sustained cooperation and caring that creates a community of 

kinship and of place. Within each family of students, teachers plan together and work 

together throughout the day.  By sharing a common quest, they form traditions and 

become committed to helping and caring for one another. 

For his research, Westheimer (1998) looked at two middle schools in California 

known for their strong teacher communities.  His goal was to provide concrete 

conceptualizations of what TPC looked like in practice, thereby extending the rhetoric 

advocated by reforms that called for an increased emphasis on teacher empowerment 

through interaction and community building. Based on a school year spent observing the 

faculty and interviewing key participants, he provided rich descriptions of the nature of 

their teacher communities.  Westheimer noted his surprise at finding that, although each 

school embodied characteristics of strong TPCs, each had its own particularities.  He 

organized his illustrations of each TPC around the five components that comprised his 
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theoretical framework (interaction and participation; interdependence; shared interests 

and beliefs; concern for individual and minority views; and meaningful relationships). 

Westheimer used the pseudonym Brandeis for the first school, located in a 

suburban environment, whose broad purpose was to focus on the learning and growth 

experiences of early adolescents.  Sixth graders had recently been moved to the middle 

school and were organized into a self-contained section. Since the sixth grade teachers 

were somewhat isolated from the rest of the school’s faculty and were in their third year 

of working together in this team arrangement when Westheimer began his study, he 

chose to focus on them.   

The Brandeis teachers’ interaction was mainly in the form of meetings and 

periodic staff development days.  When they were together, teachers’ discussions focused 

on individual classroom teaching practices and strategies.  In terms of interdependence, 

Westheimer pointed to teachers’ support of one another’s individual classroom work with 

occasional team teaching. The primary curricular goals were subject area defined along 

traditional lines.  The Brandeis teachers’ shared beliefs were individualized both in terms 

of teacher work and in terms of goals for students.  The school sought to provide 

challenging learning environments that fostered independence and personal 

responsibility. Concern for individual and minority views, manifested by dissent, was 

rarely voiced in public forums.  Instead, broad, generalized beliefs allowed many 

objectives to coexist.  Westheimer found the teachers’ relationships to be caring, but also 

noted that their professional and personal commitments were often in conflict. 



 
 

21

For the second school in his study, Westheimer used the pseudonym Mills.  This 

school was in an urban area and had won numerous awards for its students’ strong 

academic achievements.  Teachers had high levels of participation and engagement, 

showing through their actions their love of place and colleagues.  They planned meetings 

and staff development days, as well as made decisions to determine school policies.  

When they met formally, they discussed shared educational principles and collective 

practices and strategies, and new teachers at Mills were easily drawn into the climate of 

participation.  The teachers were highly interdependent, as they intertwined classroom 

work through collective curriculum design that was implemented in all subject areas. 

Their interdisciplinary curricular goals were defined by ideals of social justice and 

participation.  Mills teachers had strong shared beliefs of promoting interdependence 

among students and helping them learn to live and work in a world of cultural diversity 

while critically examining local and global social issues.  They emphasized collectivized, 

interdisciplinary structures that demanded participation.  At Mills, dissent was expressed 

through public, legitimated spaces, and teachers who did not agree ended up self-

selecting out of the community.  Among those who remained from year to year, 

participation was widespread and extensive. Teachers’ relationships with each other were 

strong, with professional and personal distinctions blurred.  Professional work was highly 

social and engaged personal and social commitments. 

Before Westheimer entered these two communities, he did not realize that he 

would be observing two TPCs that would provide such distinct perspectives.  Drawing 

upon his analysis, he proposed a model for distinguishing between types of teacher 
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community – liberal and collective – based upon eight characteristic features.  In a liberal 

community, individual rights and responsibilities are emphasized through such aspects as 

community relations, teacher discourse, and school management.  On the other hand, in a 

collective community, members maintain shared goals, which are manifested by way of 

joint work, private problems being public responsibilities, and plurality of perspectives 

considered.   

Like Westheimer, Achinstein (2002) conducted case studies of teacher 

professional communities in two middle schools; however, she focused on the role of 

conflict within community building.  She purposely chose schools that exhibited shared 

norms and values, common work and purposes, and collaborative cultures and structures.  

Both schools were located in urban areas, which, due to their increased diversity, are 

more likely to engender conflict among teachers.  At one of the schools, Achinstein spent 

two years actively researching conflict, while at the other school, she spent one year 

conducting intense data collection.   

The two teacher communities provided sharp contrasts to each other in regards to 

their approach to conflict.  At the first school, which was given the pseudonym 

Washington, the principal had been there for 12 years and proclaimed that he was not 

comfortable with blatant conflict.  The staff, primarily composed of white women who 

lived outside of the community, was equally adverse to public conflict.  One teacher 

expressed distress at the few instances of conflict that had arisen in the recent past.  

Teacher turnover was very low, and most of the teachers at the school had been there for 
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5 years or more.  Overall, the teachers believed their primary responsibility was to raise 

student test scores and help them become productive members of society. 

The other school that Achinstein illustrated, which she called Chavez, was on the 

other end of the spectrum in terms of conflict. The principal had been at the school for 

four years, and defined her stance toward conflict as open and that she viewed 

conversations about dissent as leading to new ways of thinking and doing things.  

Teachers at Chavez had more diverse ethnic backgrounds than at Washington, and they 

were active in on-site leadership councils and professional development groups. The 

turnover rates were higher than at Washington, and their ideology toward teaching was 

for transformation of society. 

Each of these TPCs approached and managed conflict in different ways.  

Achinstein analyzed the nature of their interactions in terms of conflict stances, border 

politics, ideology, and organizational change and learning.  Despite the variation between 

the types of interactions, both schools exhibited characteristics of strong collaboration 

and growth in community.   

In a study of an urban private day school for boys, Barnett and Fallon (2007) 

investigated the differences between administrators’ and teachers’ views of school 

community.  The school sought to increase teacher community by changing its 

organizational structure so that teachers were grouped in “tribes” according to the grade 

level they taught.  As the researchers conducted their study, they focused on four primary 

domains—trust, membership, power, and capacity.  
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In addition to drawing on the theoretical literature about school community, they 

incorporated the framework of personal knowledge.  Since community is a socially 

constructed entity composed of individual members, their views and thoughts about the 

nature of a community are integral in understanding and studying it.  Therefore, Barnett 

and Fallon employed personal construct theory as developed by Kelly (1955), as well as 

Claxton’s (1990) notion of personal minitheories. 

They differentiated between types of community, using Irwin and Farr’s (2004) 

terms “adaptive” and “generative” to describe the ways in which the school community 

functioned. Adaptivity, or first-order change, is a top-down approach, which creates only 

minor adjustments that do not change the system’s core functions.  Within this type of 

community, new knowledge or processes originate with administrators and are passed on 

in what Clandinin and Connelly (1995, p. 9) call the “conduit.”  On the other hand, 

generativity, or second-order change, often emerges from interactions between 

individuals and creates more major paradigmatic changes.  This type of community 

requires that members have the knowledge, skills, and resources required to build 

relationships and effect change.  In generative groups, new knowledge or processes are 

created collectively within the community. The major factor in the determination of 

community as being more adaptive versus generative is “the degree to which members 

are empowered to make meaningful choices and generate different types of change” 

(Barnett & Fallon, 2007, p. 3). 
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Using semi-structured interviews with teachers and administrators, the 

researchers designed their questions to “elicit information about participants’ personal 

knowledge, understanding, and experience of community” (Barnett & Fallon, 2007, p. 

3).  They found that administrators were more interested in building community as a 

means for controlling the work of teachers and implementing the school’s programs.  

However, teachers viewed the tribal groupings as forcing community, and in fact, they 

felt more isolated, despite being physically located together in one office for planning 

purposes with access to enhanced technology.  Therefore, they began to meet in the 

mornings before they were required to be at school, for breakfast.  By doing this, the 

teachers created their own authentic community that fulfilled their need for meaningful 

interaction, but did not produce generative community, as defined by Irwin and Farr 

(2004).   

The context of their study presented its own particularities since it was a private 

school, and thus was subject to the demands of the marketplace in attracting students.  

Thus, perhaps their findings that administrators were more focused on building structures 

to foster community were more dependent on that function.  Apart from the differences 

found between different stakeholders’ views of community, this study finds a distinction 

between a community for social interaction and one dedicated to professional practice.  

They point to the need for more research focused on ways in which communities emerge 

naturally within schools and how they favor some individuals and marginalize others.  

Overall, they identify plurality, not commonality, as the fundamental identification of 
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school as a community, since within each school, there is more than one community, and 

individuals are involved in different groups and identify themselves in various ways. 

Instead of observing a TPC that was already formed, Grossman, Wineburg, and 

Woolworth (2001) were awarded a five-year grant to create a community of teacher 

learners in a large urban high school.  After reviewing educational literature on 

community, they formulated a model based on the structural features of the urban high 

school (accounting for time and resource restrictions), departmental organization, and the 

cooperative learning framework of Brown and Campione’s (1996) Facilitating 

Communities of Learners.  Thus, the new teacher community was comprised of 22 

teachers from the English and History departments who worked together toward two 

goals: to explore an understanding of humanities that would lead to an interdisciplinary 

humanities curriculum. 

The teachers came together in three ways: after school meetings every other 

week, an entire day once a month, and a 5-day retreat during the summer.  Grant funds 

paid for substitute teachers during the full-day gatherings, as well as stipends for the time 

the teachers spent engaged in the project outside school hours. During the meetings, the 

teachers read and discussed literary and historical works and worked on developing the 

interdisciplinary humanities curriculum.   

In their article, Grossman, Wineburg, and Woolworth recounted the first 18 

months of the establishment of the teacher community, noting particularly the successes 

and difficulties they encountered.  They discussed how the members came together, 
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struggled to find a common language, and worked to create a collective vision for 

ongoing professional development in the workplace. 

Drawing upon their work with the teachers, these researchers developed a model 

to measure the formation of TPC.  It is based on four primary areas: the formation of 

group identity and norms of interaction; navigating fault lines; negotiating the essential 

tension between pedagogical and content knowledge; and communal responsibility for 

individual growth. 

This section described the research conducted on teacher community, setting the 

theoretical concept into particular contexts.  Although some aspects of the scholars’ 

theoretical perspectives were similar, the differences between them determined the 

particular ways in which they described the teacher communities that they studied.  Each 

study contributes in its own way to an increased understanding of the nature of teacher 

community and its inherent potentials and challenges. 

School Size: From Comprehensive to Small 

History of Large, Comprehensive High Schools 

Comprehensive high schools began to emerge about a century ago.  Currently, 

almost 50% of students attend high schools that enroll more than 1,500 students (e.g., 

U.S. Department of Education, 2006a, based on school histories).  The development of 

such large public high schools can be traced to three related educational phenomena: 

consolidation, persistence, and specialization. 
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During the 1900s, small rural districts were combined to form larger districts, in 

the prevailing interest of efficiency (Tyack, 1974).  Although more than 119,000 local 

school districts operated in 1937, fewer than 15,000 districts exist today (National Center 

for Education Statistics [NCES], 2002).  The powerful consolidation movement 

substantially reduced the number of secondary schools, as many high schools merged in 

order to serve more students with diverse needs than they were able to as smaller, 

independent schools.  To illustrate further, since 1930, enrollment in individual U.S. 

public high schools has grown by over 700%; however, during the same period, the 

number of public high schools increased by only 8% (NCES, 2004).    

Increasing high school size was also due to growth in the number and proportion 

of adolescents entering high school and persisting to graduation.  This expansion 

reflected both increasing numbers of high school aged adolescents (due to immigration 

and population growth) and growth in the proportion of this age-group attending high 

school (due to economic forces and a push for universal attendance).  State mandatory 

attendance laws were enacted and increasingly enforced, such that in 1890, 6% of the 14 

to 17-year-old population was enrolled in school, compared with 95% today (NCES, 

2004). 

With consolidation came the desire for schools to offer a wide array of 

specialized curricular options, which small schools could not accomplish.  In the early 

decades of the 20th century, the modern “comprehensive high school,” which intended to 

meet the needs of increasingly diverse groups of students under a single roof, required 

sufficient enrollment (Kliebard, 1995).  Not only did schools need large numbers of 
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students to offer an extensive and specialized curriculum, the desire to sustain performing 

arts programs and competitive sports teams also fueled the demand for larger high 

schools. 

A Counter-trend toward Smaller Schools 

Opposing the historical trend toward large high schools is a more recent 

movement that has coalesced around the belief that smaller schools are more beneficial 

for both students and teachers (Bryk, Lee, & Holland, 1993; Lee, 2000; Lee & Smith, 

1997).  Instead of using the argument of cost-savings, the contemporary move toward 

smaller schools is based on the potential for improved social climates commonly found in 

smaller schools (Lee & Ready, 2007). 

Need for More Personalized Learning Environments 

The size of an organization greatly influences social interactions.  According to 

classic sociological theory, as organizations grow larger, social relations become 

increasingly hierarchical and formal (Weber, [1922] 1978). Contemporary sociologists of 

education have applied these ideas to schools, concluding that as schools grow larger, 

positive and sustained personal relations are more difficult (Bidwell, 1965; Bryk & 

Driscoll, 1988; Newmann, 1981).  Indeed, in large high schools, students often feel 

anonymous, and teachers feel isolated.  Smaller schools foster stronger relationships 

among students, teachers, parents, and administrators (DeJong & Locker, 2006).   
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However, despite their advantages, small schools may not meet a high school’s 

needs.  Large size still offers many advantages: administrative efficiency, multiple sports 

opportunities, wider course offerings, and larger social environments.  As a result, many 

districts have searched to find a structure that could take advantage of what both small 

and large high schools have to offer.  The “schools-within-schools” (SWS) model is an 

organizational structure that has emerged during the last 10 years as a way of balancing 

small school goals with big school traditions and efficiencies.  It is particularly employed 

in urban environments in which the move toward smaller schools is by choice, and not by 

necessity (for example, in rural areas where student enrollments are declining).  Since it 

is easier to implement than more expansive reforms, some educators suggest that it may 

become the most common structural pattern for American high schools during the next 

30 years (DeJong & Locker, 2006). 

Historical Evolution of Schools-within-schools 

Whereas enthusiasm for schools within schools seems new to the current 

generation of educators, the philosophy behind it has a longer history.  Almost a half-

century ago, Barker and Gump (1964) suggested a “campus model” for high schools, 

wherein students would be grouped in semiautonomous units for most of their studies, 

but one that provided a schoolwide extracurricular program.  They believed that this 

arrangement would enable closer social bonds to develop through the combination of the 

facility advantages of the large school and the social values of the small school.  Indeed, 

in the late 1960s and 1970s, many high schools implemented “house plans” incorporating 
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elements of the structure suggested by Barker and Gump.  However, the idea did not take 

hold in any large numbers (Lee & Ready, 2007). 

More than a decade later, Goodlad (1984) revived the notion of smaller 

organizational units, and then again, in 1996, the National Association of Secondary 

School Principals (NASSP) advocated for schools of no more than 600 students, so that 

teachers and students can get to know one another (NASSP, 1996).  Since the NASSP 

report, substantial federal and foundation support has been directed to the SWS reform.  

Although the majority of this support has targeted urban schools enrolling substantial 

proportions of socially disadvantaged students, the SWS model is also becoming 

increasingly popular in suburban areas.  The U.S. Department of Education has awarded 

more than $100 million through its Smaller Learning Communities Grants program for 

schools seeking to divide themselves into smaller units (U.S. Department of Education, 

2006b).  Foundations have provided even more substantial support for the idea.  In less 

than a decade, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has invested over a billion dollars 

in its initiatives to encourage smaller high schools.  The Annenberg and Carnegie 

Foundations and the Pew Charitable Trust have also directed substantial resources toward 

implementing schools within schools, especially in Chicago and Philadelphia (Lee & 

Ready, 2007). 

Definitions of Schools-within-schools 

Regardless of its decade-long history, the SWS movement is neither standardized 

nor unified.  Multiple SWS models exist, with no central organization governing 
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implementation or monitoring the status and prevalence of the reform (Lee & Ready, 

2007).  Not only has the SWS movement not coalesced around a single model, the 

terminology SWS high schools use to describe their smaller units also differs from 

district to district and school to school.  Labels such as “houses,” “academies,” “blocks,” 

“small learning communities,” and “subschools” all refer to smaller organizational 

groups within larger schools.  To avoid confusion, many researchers use the more generic 

term “subunits.” 

The most common SWS design organizes subunits around curricular, 

pedagogical, or (most often) career themes such as the fine arts, cooperative learning, or 

careers in health or business (Lee, Ready, & Johnson, 2001; Raywid, 1996; Wallach & 

Lear, 2005).  Lee and Ready (2007) define the many SWS designs as based on three 

dimensions: 1) whether all students in the schools are organized into subunits; 2) the 

degree of subunit autonomy; and 3) the extent to which the reform facilitates change in 

the schools’ technical core of teaching and learning. 

The first distinction between SWS designs is whether all students participate in 

the reform.  In full-model SWS structures, all students and most faculty are members of 

one of the smaller subunits.  This arrangement is distinguished from the more common 

partial-model, in which one or a small number of subunits are offered, but most students 

remain in the regular high school program (Lee et al., 2001). 

The degree to which subunits are fiscally and administratively autonomous is the 

second distinction in describing SWS models.  The degree of independence strongly 

influences other governance structures and processes.  Recognizing this importance, 
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Raywid (1996) created a taxonomy in which she divided full-model SWS structures into 

four broad types: 

• House plans, the least involved SWS model, randomly assigns students to 

themeless, nondescript subunits.  These administrative units typically coordinate 

guidance counseling, homeroom assignments, and other bureaucratic tasks.  

Students may or may not take most of their coursework within their subunit.  Co- 

and extracurricular activities remain organized at the school level.  Subunits have 

virtually no autonomy from the larger school. 

• Minischools are usually themed subunits that create instructional programs 

distinct from others in the building.  Students generally select their subunit to 

match their interests. As with houses, minischools are dependent on the larger 

building for staffing and resources, although minischools have somewhat more 

autonomy in crafting curricula and specialized programs. 

• Schools-within-schools, according to Raywid’s taxonomy, are fully autonomous 

small schools that report directly to district superintendents and school boards.  

They have their own budgets and complete responsibility for hiring staff.  

Subunits may have little contact with other subunits in the building beyond 

negotiating shared spaces such as gymnasiums and cafeterias.  These schools 

within schools buildings are typically “reconstitutions” in which the original 

school is reorganized into new, small schools in the same building. Raywid notes 

that this model is quite rare in practice.  Indeed, in their nationwide search for 
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SWS high schools, Lee, Ready & Johnson (2001) identified very few examples, 

all of which were located in New York City, where Raywid conducted much of 

her research. 

• Small schools are new schools that hire new staff and are assigned to a new 

building.  Unlike schools within schools, these “multischool sites” are not 

reorganizations of preexisting high schools. 

The third distinction that Lee and Ready make in their classification of SWS 

designs is the extent to which the technical core of teaching and learning is transformed.  

Although the SWS design seems to suggest considerable structural reorganization, the 

reality is often otherwise.  Schools adopting the SWS design often remain “grounded in a 

set of beliefs and practices drawn largely from comprehensive high schools, with 

subunits designed and implemented as ‘miniature comprehensive high schools’” 

(Wallach & Lear, 2005, p. 17). Transforming deeply entrenched cultural norms and 

practices is no easy feat. Schools adopting the SWS structure face different challenges 

from stand-alone small schools or even newly created SWS high schools (Oxley, 1993; 

Raywid, 1996; Wallach & Lear, 2005). 

This section described the evolution of school size and the recent advocacy for 

more personalized learning environments through smaller schools.  One popular reform 

model, schools-within-schools (SWS), was explained in depth, including how it meets the 

call to provide smaller learning communities for students and teachers.  In the next 

section, research on teacher community in smaller schools is presented. 



 
 

35

Teacher Community in Smaller Schools 

Despite potential challenges to transforming school culture through a shift to a 

SWS model, increasing numbers of schools are attempting the reform in order to capture 

some of the beneficial effects of small schools.  One of the most significant changes 

advocated is the stronger relationships teachers develop with one another and with 

students. These developed bonds help students feel an increased sense of belonging, and 

as a result, they typically have higher rates of participation and higher academic 

achievement (Bracey, 2001; Galletti, 1999; Raywid, 1997). 

As the number of SWSs has increased, more studies have been conducted on 

them. Because it was a reform model aimed at raising student achievement, most 

inquiries have focused on that aspect.  However, some studies have given attention to 

how the organizational structure impacts teachers’ work lives.  The teacher community 

that develops in a school is very important for the overall school community and has been 

found to increase student achievement (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; Rosenholtz, 1989).  

Recent studies on SWSs have indicated that, compared with teachers in traditional high 

schools, those working in SWS high schools report improved social and learning 

environments (Jordan et al., 2000), increased opportunities for staff to share information 

about their students, and greater willingness to take responsibility for student learning 

(Wallach & Lear, 2005).  Louis and Kruse (1995) described the teacher professional 

communities in five restructured schools over a three year period which began after the 

new organization was well established. 
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However, the current advocacy movement for small schools relies largely on case 

studies of very special small schools, often with limited or selective enrollments. In 

addition, most studies focus on the relationship between small school size and student 

achievement with only indirect attention to the effect on teachers’ work lives (Louis & 

King, 1993).  Teachers’ work lives outside of the classroom are greatly influenced by the 

nature of their interactions with the other adults in the school.  This level of interaction 

forms the basis of the teacher community and has been shown to affect the impact that 

teachers have on their students (Lee, Dedrick, & Smith, 1991; Rosenholz, 1989).  

Therefore, changes in teacher community that occur from structural reforms are 

ultimately manifested in student achievement. 

Case Study of Teacher Community in a SWS 

The literature review in this chapter has indicated the influence of teacher 

community on school climate and its importance for teachers’ work lives.  In addition, 

analyses of small schools have suggested that they lead to an increase in teachers’ 

interactions and collaboration.  However, no case study exists that richly describes the 

initial changes in teacher community with the implementation of a SWS model. 

Theoretical Framework 

After examining the literature on teacher community and restructured schools, I 

decided to conduct a case study that fills the gap described above.  For the inquiry, I 

chose to utilize Westheimer’s theoretical framework, which has been described 
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extensively within the literature review of teacher community.  I was most interested in 

the broader sociological and philosophical notions of community, and how they are 

manifested in schools.  By applying Westheimer’s framework to the teacher community 

at a recently restructured school, I am able to provide a rich description of how teachers’ 

work lives have changed, as well as some insights into the school reform model’s impact 

on the community. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of the extant literature on teacher 

community, the contemporary small school movement, and some of the ways in which 

the two areas are connected in the context of schooling.  Due to the importance of teacher 

community for strong school communities and ultimately, increased student achievement, 

school reformers advocate for smaller schools.  A popular way to effect this change has 

been through the implementation of a SWS model; however, no research has directly 

investigated the effect of the model on teacher community.  In chapter one, I included an 

introduction to the study; the methodological details of the investigation are provided in 

the following chapter.  Chapter four describes the findings of the inquiry and chapter five 

presents some concluding remarks, including implications for the field of education. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Educational theorists (e.g., Sergiovanni, 1995; Westheimer, 1998) promote the 

development of strong teacher communities.  They believe that strong teacher 

communities foster strong school communities and higher student academic 

achievement.  A recent school reform model, schools-within-schools (SWS), is also cited 

as a way of increasing teacher community (e.g., DeJong & Locker, 2006; Lee & Ready, 

2007).  Although studies have been conducted on this reform model, none of them have 

focused on the change in teacher community, particularly during the beginning stages of 

implementation. In order to fill the literature gap, this study investigates the change.  In 

this chapter, I describe the technical aspects of how I accomplished the study, including 

the research paradigm, data sources, and data analysis.  

Research Paradigm 

Because the goal of the study was to explore the effect of implementation of the 

SWS model on teacher community, I drew upon an interpretivist paradigm as I sought to 

understand the multiple realities of the teachers and how their view of the teacher 

community changed.  In order to contextualize the process of change in social relations, I 

used qualitative methods, which is predominant in interpretivist studies (Mertens, 2005). 

Through the use of such ethnographic techniques as interviews, observations, and 

document reviews, I provide a rich description of the effect of the SWS model on one 

high school’s teacher community. 
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Data Sources 

Site Selection 

The site of this study was Norman High School, the only traditional high school 

in Norman Independent School District, located in a historically rural area that has 

increasingly become urbanized.  As the town of Norman became more of a suburb to a 

nearby city over the last several years, the school enrollment grew significantly, with 

projections of a continuation in growth for the foreseeable future.  The high school 

enrollment almost doubled in the 8 years prior to the study (616 students were enrolled in 

the 1999-2000 school year; in 2007-08, 1149 students were enrolled).  The district 

opened a new elementary school in 2007 and had plans to open a new elementary school 

every year for the following six years.  By the time those schools are completed, two 

additional high schools will likely be constructed. 

In 2007, Norman High School was one of the 15 recipients of the Texas High 

School Redesign and Restructuring Grant, Cycle 3.  The purpose of this grant was: 

to provide high school campuses rated Academically Unacceptable with the 
resources to build capacity for implementing innovative, schoolwide initiatives 
designed to improve student performance on the campus. Additionally, this grant 
seeks to create a demonstration project that will provide case studies and models 
for successful practices in turning around low-performing high schools (TEA, 
2007).   

 
The grant amount was $300,000, for use during the grant period of March 1, 2007 to 

February 28, 2009. 
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For its restructuring, a SWS model was implemented at Norman, beginning in the 

2007-2008 school year. The structure decided upon was that of a three house system, 

wherein all freshmen students were assigned to one house (with a focus on successful 

transition to high school) and the remainder of the student body was divided equally into 

the other two houses (each with the same mix of students, based on grade levels, ethnic 

groups, and special education status).  Faculty members were similarly divided; core 

teachers (e.g., math, science, social studies, English) were offered the choice to work 

with the freshman house.  One of the primary incentives of this freshman house was that 

teachers would have an extra conference period each day in order to work with a team of 

three other teachers. Administratively, each house was assigned an assistant principal, 

counselor, and instructional coach, with the overall school still administered by the 

building principal and academic dean.   

Norman High School had four main hallways.  As a traditional high school, each 

hallway housed one of the core subjects; electives teachers were scattered throughout the 

building.  Following the restructuring, the science classrooms stayed in the same place 

because the labs were not able to be relocated, and each of the other three hallways 

became one of the houses.  Some of the electives teachers (Languages Other Than 

English [LOTE] and Computers) were given classrooms in a newly constructed wing; 

other electives classrooms were located either within their house’s hallway or in their 

respective areas (agriculture barn, theatre, band hall, etc.). 
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My Involvement 

In addition to my role as a researcher, I was also a participant in the teacher 

community at Norman High School.  In the 2006-07 school year, my first year at the 

school, I taught French and in 2007-2008, I was promoted to the position of instructional 

coach.  I chose to work with the freshman house primarily because I was interested in 

how the teacher teams would affect teacher community and student achievement.  This 

close association enabled me more accurately to describe the teacher community because 

I was onsite full-time and not a visiting observer.  As an instructional coach, my role was 

not that of an administrator, so teachers knew that I had no evaluative role in their 

employment.  This condition, as well as my previously established trust with teachers, 

helped to limit any potential inhibitions from participants during interviews.   

In the spring of 2007, I conducted a field project in order to gain an understanding 

of the types of teacher community that existed prior to the restructuring.  Because I was 

part of the faculty, my observations were constant throughout the semester and my access 

to meetings, gatherings, and individual teachers was easily accepted. In terms of formal 

data collection for the field study, I documented ten observations of teacher interactions 

in a variety of contexts, both formal (e.g., faculty meetings, department meetings, and 

professional development sessions) and informal (lunch, before and after school, and 

social events).  In addition, I interviewed ten teachers (two in each of the four core 

departments and two electives teachers; within each area, I chose one newer teacher and 

one more veteran teacher).  For the field project, I utilized Westheimer’s (1998) 
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theoretical framework, and conducted interviews in person during the month of March; in 

addition, I conducted follow-up interviews by phone and e-mail in May.  

Participant Selection 

Interviews 

Of the ten teachers in my field project, six still worked at the school the year of 

the study; four continued their work as teachers, while two were promoted to 

administrative positions.  The four returning teachers were included in my sample of the 

12 teachers whom I interviewed.  I chose the 12 participants based upon my knowledge 

of them as reflective teachers who would be willing to share their perspectives.  In order 

to understand the impact of the restructuring on different groups, I purposefully chose 

half new teachers and half veteran teachers, as well as half teamed  teachers (those who 

taught freshmen students and participated on an interdisciplinary team of teachers that 

met daily) and half non-teamed teachers (those who were not assigned to teach only 

freshmen students and who did not participate on an interdisciplinary team).  Thus, I had 

three teachers in each of the four groups: new, teamed teachers; veteran, teamed teachers; 

new, non-teamed teachers; and veteran, non-teamed teachers.  In both the field project 

and the dissertation study, veteran teachers were defined as those who had taught at 

Norman High School for at least the prior year.  By using the term “veteran,” I do not 

imply that these teachers were extremely experienced; however, with the high turnover 
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rate at the school, they had remained long enough to understand some of the history of 

the school.  

I spoke to the 12 teachers 2 times each during the spring semester; the average 

combined length of the interviews with each teacher was a little over one hour.  

Questions in the interviews focused on the nature of teachers’ interactions with one 

another, as well as their beliefs about the role of teacher community and their place 

within it.  Each interview was tape recorded and subsequently transcribed for analysis.  

These 12 teachers’ voices are included throughout chapter four, along with background 

information on their experiences that contributed to their perspectives.  In order to 

maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms are used to identify the teachers, and some defining 

characteristics have been changed.  A list of the 12 teachers and a brief summary of their 

background is included in Appendix A. 

Observations 

The second source of data was my own observations throughout the school year.  

As a full time instructional coach, I had access to various meetings and contexts in which 

teachers interacted.  Because my role was not an evaluative one and I was already a 

trusted faculty member, I was not seen as an outsider or intruder to these milieus.  I used 

these observations to connect what the 12 teachers told me during interviews with the 

overall sentiment of faculty members toward the nature of the teacher community. 



 
 

49

Other Data 

In order to triangulate the data, I also included in the data collection documents 

produced during the school year.  These included school memos, faculty-wide and my 

own personal e-mails, and other general school publications and documents.   

Limitations 

As I did not talk to each of the nearly 100-member faculty, my interview data is 

only representative of those with whom I did speak. Despite not having any evaluative 

responsibilities, some teachers that I interviewed may have reserved some comments 

based on my quasi-administrative role. In addition, during the interviews, the participants 

may have inadvertently forgotten to mention prior interactions or certain thoughts 

regarding teacher community, thus not accurately representing their own conception of 

teacher community. 

In terms of observations, my status as a full faculty member allowed me more 

access to teacher interactions than a non-faculty member would likely have been granted.  

However, as one researcher, I did not see all interactions nor hear all comments made.  

Therefore, my observations should not be construed as an absolute reflection of every 

way in which the teachers interacted or everything they said about teacher community. 

One final limitation of this study is that it covered the second semester of the first 

year of Norman’s implementation of its SWS design.  As such, this study is not indicative 

of how the teacher community might develop in subsequent years.  
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Data Analysis 

Miles and Huberman (1994) advocate for interpretivist researchers to use pre-

established research instruments in order that they may better separate external 

information from what the researchers themselves have contributed when processing their 

informants’ information.  In addition to using the five components of Westheimer’s 

theoretical framework for data collection and analysis, I triangulated between the 

information I gathered from interviews, observations, and documents.  As my collected 

data increased, I used the conceptual framework and my three research questions to avoid 

overload.  In order to organize and analyze the data, I utilized the software program 

NVivo 8, which helped me to see the themes that emerged from the data. 

Conclusion 

This chapter described the approach that I employed for the research of this case 

study of the change in teacher community with implementation of a SWS model.  In the 

initial section, I provided details about the research site and the participants.  Successive 

portions of the chapter revealed the method of data collection, as well as an overview of 

analysis procedures.  Within this case study, I primarily collected data through interviews 

and observations, with the addition of documents as supplementary sources.  This 

information was analyzed using the 5 components of Westheimer’s (1998) theoretical 

framework as start codes, in an attempt to understand the nature of the teacher 

community after restructuring.  In chapter four, I detail the findings of the study and in 
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chapter five, I provide some concluding remarks on the data and its implications for the 

field of education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of the case study research about the teacher 

community at a public high school that was in its first year of implementation of a 

schools-within-schools (SWS) structure.  The findings are arranged according to the three 

research questions that guided the study.  Each section contains data and observations 

that address the issues raised by the research questions.  The three research questions 

were: 

1. How did teachers describe the teacher community that existed in their school?  

What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these descriptions? 

2. What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  What 

experiences of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? 

3. What were teachers’ views of a change in teacher community following the 

school’s restructuring of its organization to one that follows a schools-within-

schools model?  

In chapter three, I presented the research methodology used in this qualitative 

inquiry.  The data collected for the study consisted of three sources:  participant 

interviews, observations, and documents.  All of the data collected served as the sources 

for answering the three research questions.  In conducting the data analysis, I began with 

a short list of start codes based on the literature review.  I utilized the software program 

NVivo 8 to organize the codes and to identify themes and relationships. 
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Following the description of the case studied, the three research questions from 

the subheadings for the remainder of this chapter.  Excerpts from the interviews are 

referenced by the interview number, question number, and the line number(s) [e.g. 

(INT1:Q3:22-24)].  Direct references to teachers’ conversations that I observed are 

referenced by the page number of observations, followed by the line number [e.g. 

(OBS:p5:33-35)]. 

Case Studied – Norman High School 

Norman High School is located in a small town on the outskirts of Austin, Texas.  

As one of the last directions for the state capitol to expand, the town of Norman 

experienced unprecedented growth in the five years prior to the study.  Numerous 

subdivisions were built, transforming the community from its rural roots to a more 

urban/suburban environment.  Although some of the new residents were professional 

families who wanted to live near jobs in Austin, others were lower income families who 

moved from gentrified east Austin neighborhoods. 

Apart from the growth in traffic congestion through Norman’s main intersection 

on the four-lane highway, one of the largest effects of the population increase has been on 

the school district.  The number of high school students doubled in the eight years prior 

to this study and the number of teachers and support staff rose proportionately.  Norman 

High School was the community’s only high school, until, coinciding with the year of 

this study, a Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) school was 

established as part of a state initiative.  The STEM school began its first year with 
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approximately 200 students from both 9th and 10th grades who would successively move 

toward graduation as the school grew.  A second middle school was in the construction 

phase during the year of this study, and, at the elementary level, projections were in place 

for a new elementary school opening every year for the next six years. 

Norman High School’s student population, which historically drew from middle 

income white families, became increasingly diverse.  In 2007-2008, 62 percent of the 

students were categorized as economically disadvantaged.  Ethnically, 50 percent of the 

students identified themselves as Hispanic, 30 percent as African American, and 20 

percent as white; approximately 10 percent of the students were categorized as English 

Language Learners.  Many students had difficult home lives, lived in single parent 

households with parents who had multiple jobs and responsibilities, and who had not 

attended college, as well as some who had not finished high school.  As a result, many 

students did not have expectations of attending college or, if they did, they considered 

community colleges or technical training schools. 

Like many schools with this profile (Jordan et al., 2000), the students struggled 

with the state standardized test, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) 

test.  In 2006, the high school campus was rated Academically Unacceptable by the 

Texas Education Agency (TEA).  During the following school year, my first at Norman, 

the administration applied for a grant offered by TEA, and the school became one of 

fifteen recipients of the Texas High School Redesign and Restructuring Grant, Cycle 3.  

The grant amount was $300,000, for use during the grant period of March 1, 2007 to 

February 28, 2009.   
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The purpose of this grant was: 

to provide high school campuses rated Academically Unacceptable with the 
resources to build capacity for implementing innovative, schoolwide initiatives 
designed to improve student performance on the campus. Additionally, this grant 
seeks to create a demonstration project that will provide case studies and models 
for successful practices in turning around low-performing high schools (TEA, 
2007).  
  

One of the central requirements of the grant was working with a Technical Assistance 

Provider (TAP), essentially a consulting company, in the redesign and innovation of the 

school.  Prior to the grant, Norman High School had operated as a traditional, 

comprehensive high school; for the school’s redesign, the TAP recommended changing 

to a schools-within-schools model to encourage Small Learning Communities for both 

teachers and students.   

The school administration, in conjunction with the TAP, chose the three house 

system.  Under this model, one house was dedicated to freshman students, in order to 

help them make a successful transition to high school.  The students in the upper grades 

were divided evenly into the other two houses, making the two houses equal in terms of 

student ethnicity, special education status, and overall student achievement.  Each house 

had its own assistant principal, who in theory would oversee the house, but in reality was 

only responsible for student discipline.  In addition to the assistant principal, each house 

had its own counselor to work with the students, as well as its own instructional coach to 

work with the teachers.   

Prior to the redesign, the four core subject area teachers were grouped together in 

one of the four main wings of the school and electives teachers’ classrooms were mixed 
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in wherever empty rooms existed.  With the implementation of the redesign, teachers 

assigned to the same house were grouped together in a wing of the school.  The science 

teachers remained in the fourth wing because the science labs could not be relocated.  

The majority of the electives teachers moved into a newly constructed wing that extended 

from one of the original wings and connected to another of the original wings.  Within 

the upper class house, teachers’ classrooms were grouped by grade level taught; 

therefore, sophomore teachers were next to one another, as were junior and senior 

teachers.  The freshman house was organized by team, so that within the wing, three 

groupings existed of three core subject teachers’ classrooms.  Each team of three 

teachers, along with the science teacher from the other wing, had a common conference 

period.  The results of the house division, particularly with respect to teachers’ work lives 

and their experiences with and beliefs about teacher community, are explored in depth 

throughout this study. 

During the five years preceding this study, Norman High School had three 

different principals.  The most recent principal, however, was entering his third year as 

Norman’s principal the year of this study.  He brought with him two decades of 

experience in this role, and, according to the faculty members who had been at Norman 

several years or more, he had turned the school around, particularly in terms of student 

discipline and control.  Providing the second level of authority in the school was the 

academic dean, who started as a teacher at Norman fourteen years earlier, and worked her 

way up to this position, which she had held for four years.  In addition to the principal 

and academic dean, the administration officially included the three assistant principals.  
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However, because they were responsible for student discipline and facilities related 

aspects (such as textbooks, keys, etc.), they were often not included in either long term or 

day to day decision making processes.  Thus, in the majority of cases throughout this 

study, when teachers referred to administration, they meant the principal and academic 

dean and the decisions that they made for the school; in the few instances that they meant 

other administrators, I am more specific. 

Before the growth in the student population, the teaching staff was a somewhat 

small group, most of whom were residents of the town, with little change from year to 

year.  However, with the town’s population growth, the student population was not only 

higher, thereby requiring more teachers, but also ethnically more diverse, providing 

increased challenges to teachers, and in turn, contributing to a higher teacher turnover 

rate.  In 2007, of the 73 faculty members on staff, 7 had taught at Norman High School 

for more than 15 years, 9 had been there five to ten years, and the other 57 were in their 

first few years of teaching.  In addition, an increasingly larger number of teachers 

commuted to work from Austin or surrounding suburbs.  Many of these factors were 

referred to by teachers during interviews; they will be discussed further in the next 

section. 



 
 

59

Research Question One:   

How did teachers describe the teacher community that existed in their school?  

What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these descriptions? 

With the school restructuring, many teachers, particularly those who were in the 

freshman house and knew they would be working within a team of teachers, were hopeful 

for changes in relationships and the context of the school.  Although some other veteran 

teachers were not as outwardly optimistic, their sentiment was overcome by the 

enthusiasm of teamed teachers and the many new teachers on the faculty.  Thus, the 

school year began as many do, with excitement and expectations of working together.  

However, this initial enthusiasm waned as the fall semester progressed, and moved into 

spring.  Therefore, from the perspective of the end of the year, three main themes 

emerged to describe the teacher community:  incidental relationships, common 

experiences, and isolation.  Within the description of each of these themes, I address the 

influence of teachers’ experiences, with particular attention to their participation, or lack 

of participation, on a teacher team, as well as their status as a new or veteran teacher. 

Incidental Relationships 

Several of the interview questions that teachers answered in this study were about 

their interactions with other teachers.  Therefore, the fact that relationships emerged as 

the theme with the most references was not particularly surprising.  In his theoretical 

framework, Westheimer (1998) included meaningful relationships as one of the five 
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components with which he identified community.  Based on his work, I included 

meaningful relationships as one of my start codes during data analysis.  As I progressed, 

and although I did find that some groups of teachers had established meaningful 

relationships, I realized that, overall, most relationships between teachers were not 

inherently meaningful, but would be more accurately labeled incidental and casual 

(Little, 1990).  

Because incidental relationships were more descriptive of teachers’ interactions, 

the majority of my description will focus on this area, providing a better understanding of 

the ways in which teachers’ relationships were incidental.  However, I will address the 

small pockets of meaningful relationships which I found mainly to exist within the 

science department, between some mentors and mentees, and among coaches. 

In order to describe the incidental relationships, this theme is further broken down 

into three components that help to organize the depiction: interaction and participation, 

commonalities, and turnover.  Although each of these factors contributed directly to the 

development of incidental relationships, they mutually influenced one another as well.  

Despite this dual role, I have attempted to maintain a separation between each sub-theme 

in order to provide a clearer and more organized description. 

Interaction and Participation   

Social theorists referenced in chapter two posited that member interaction in 

groups and their participation constituted a fundamental factor in community.  Without 

interaction and participation, no community or group identity would likely generate.  In 
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this section, I describe the nature of the Norman High School teachers’ interaction and 

participation with one another, and how these aspects indicated incidental relationships 

among teachers. 

In August 2007, Norman High School teachers returned to work two days earlier 

than other district teachers.  As part of the redesign grant, they were paid a stipend for 

those days, during which they were tasked with planning lessons with the other teachers 

in their subject areas.  The first day began with an early breakfast and conversations that 

featured catching up with colleagues after a summer apart.  Teachers talked with those 

they knew, or those who happened to sit next to them at the table.  After about thirty 

minutes of socializing, the principal spoke briefly to the entire faculty; he welcomed the 

teachers back to school and explained the agenda for the day.  Because the teachers were 

not sitting within their subject area groups, the principal asked them to get into groups 

according to the subject they taught.  Once the teachers were resettled into groups of 

three or four, they were presented with more details about the task of collaborative lesson 

planning.  Prior to this time, the teachers had only a vague understanding of what the two 

days would entail, and most of them did not have experience planning lessons with other 

teachers.  Instead, they were accustomed to creating their own lesson plans and classroom 

activities.  However, an important part of the redesign grant was a collaborative focus, 

with an intention of moving classroom practice away from the private and toward the 

public. 

Another prominent aspect of the redesign effort was to increase student-centered, 

engaged instruction.  As such, the Technical Assistance Provider (TAP) had presented a 
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two day workshop at the end of the previous school year on how to incorporate more 

active learning processes into classroom activities.  Because the instructional coaches’ 

role was to assist teachers with this new focus, we presented a lesson plan template that 

we had designed for teachers to use during the school year.  The template was detailed 

and directed teachers to describe precisely how they would implement student-centered 

instructional strategies. 

Therefore, the task that the principal gave to teachers that morning was not only 

to work collaboratively to plan lessons for the first six weeks of the semester, but also to 

use the new lesson plan template and incorporate more engaged styles of teaching than 

many teachers were accustomed to utilizing.  However, because approximately 30 new 

teachers were hired over the summer, they did not know the details of the teaching focus 

as presented by the TAP.  In addition, they did not realize the enormity of the task of 

planning six weeks of instruction in two days.  As a consequence, they were far more 

open to collaboration than were veteran teachers, many of whom were resistant to the 

changes.  The newly employed teachers’ enthusiasm spread to some of the veteran 

teachers, and in these groups, collaborative planning began.  However, other veteran 

teachers resisted the assigned task by complaining or refusing to work with others at their 

table. 

Regardless of individual teachers’ attitudes toward the task, all appeared to be 

grateful for the compensated time to plan lessons.  Overall, the mood of the teachers in 

the cafeteria that day seemed to be one of hopefulness for a good year that would be full 

of productive interactions with colleagues and students.  Many of the subject area groups 
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made substantial progress toward the goal to plan six weeks worth of instruction and 

through their discussions with one another, talked about multiple perspectives on the 

curriculum and types of instruction that they believed would work best with the students.  

For example, the four Algebra I teachers, two of whom were experienced teachers (one 

from another school district, and the other from Norman the year prior) and two of whom 

were new to education, engaged in lively conversation about ideas for helping the 

students come to a deep understanding of Algebraic concepts.  Throughout the day, the 

four teachers were entirely focused on the goal of planning engaged instruction, and 

seemed comfortable sharing new ideas.  A few days later, and still before school started, 

Paula, an Algebra I teacher who, despite her year and a half of experience at Norman, 

was still a relatively new teacher, told me how much she enjoyed working with the other 

three teachers.  During her interview, she again referenced that experience by saying: 

 It was really great to get to talk for so long and share ideas.  The new teachers 
were able to build on what I had done last year, and together we came up with 
some great lessons to start the year (INT1:Q9:33-34).   
 
Along similar lines, Ned, a new freshman English teacher told me that he felt very 

confident about the lesson plans because they had been collaboratively developed with 

the other English teachers and therefore should be better received by his students 

(personal communication, August 2007).  These teachers’ comments appeared to indicate 

their satisfaction with the collaboration and hopefulness that the experience would 

continue. 

In addition to the lesson planning days, teachers came together more than usual 

through other venues during the first couple of weeks back to work.  One of those 
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instances was the first house meetings.  This was a new way of interacting for the 

Norman faculty who were accustomed only to faculty meetings and department meetings.  

As Renee, a veteran Biology teacher, described, “It seemed like there was more teacher 

community at the beginning of the year in August.  There were more intellectual 

discussions than I’ve had here before.  I remember being asked my point of view for the 

mission statement in the house meeting” (INT1:Q18:118-120).  Because the teachers in 

each house shared the same group of students, they wanted to develop common rules and 

procedures.  They began discussing their ideas in the first house meeting; however, 

before they were able to advance the conversation at the next gathering, they were 

sidetracked by administrative directives to discuss characteristics of high performing 

schools and to develop a mission statement for the house. 

Overall, the energy and enthusiasm level appeared high those first couple of 

weeks in 2007.  In part, teachers seemed not to notice administrative pressures, or 

perhaps they did not perceive them to be overbearing.  Teachers appeared to be more 

welcoming and inclusive than in the past, and seemed to be more ready to begin a great 

school year together.  For example, to thank the custodians for their help in moving 

classrooms and preparing the building, the instructional coaches and some teachers 

bought them lunch one day.  Then, a few days later, after teachers had been discussing 

ways to enliven the faculty restrooms with paint or other decorations, they came to school 

to newly decorated restrooms, courtesy of the custodians.  During the first week of 

school, teachers seemed to stay longer after school than in years past, talking about their 

day and offering advice to new teachers.  Even central office employees noticed the 
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convivial ambiance, as one curriculum specialist commented to me that he liked the 

atmosphere at the school, and that he had heard similar observations by his counterparts. 

As the initial enthusiasm of the start of the year began to change into the 

everydayness of school life, and as regularly scheduled meetings began to occur, two 

forms of interactions became apparent: formal and informal.  Despite what they 

perceived as the high number of meetings they were required to attend, teachers talked 

twice as much about their informal interactions with colleagues than about their formal 

interactions. 

Formal.  The primary means of formal interactions for Norman High School 

teachers were the various levels of meetings that occurred throughout each week.  On 

Monday mornings at 7 a.m., the administrative team, consisting of the principal, 

academic dean, assistant principals, and counselors, met to discuss any issues that had 

arisen, as well as activities for the coming week.  The following morning, at 8:05 a.m., 

the principal and academic dean brought the highlights of that meeting to a meeting of 

the department chairs and the instructional coaches.  On Wednesday mornings at 8:05 

a.m., the department chairs met with their departments and communicated the 

information that they had received the day before.   

Throughout this process, the agenda that the principal and academic dean had 

prepared for the Monday morning meeting was carried on, typically with few or no 

changes.  In the meetings, there was little discussion, as decisions had already been made 

and were simply being communicated.  Therefore, most of the attendees, apart from the 

administrative team, felt as though it did not matter whether they were present or not, as 
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they had no opportunity to voice any concerns or thoughts.  During their Wednesday 

meetings, the department chairs expressed frustration that they were not able to engage 

their department members in discussions about instructional aspects of their common 

work or how to work better together as a team.  Instead, they felt obliged to read through 

the agenda, and then conclude the meeting as quickly as possible so teachers would have 

a few extra minutes to prepare for the day.  When the conversation did turn to curriculum 

and instruction, the topic was typically TAKS, and how to be sure the teachers were 

providing what the students needed to pass the state exam (OBS:p7:9-12). 

In designing the master schedule for the school year, the academic dean had made 

it a priority to give common subject teachers the same planning periods.  Thus, most core 

subject teachers had the same conference period as the other teacher(s) who taught the 

same subject.  However, because there was little direct expectation for them to meet on a 

regular basis, their interactions were primarily confined to informal interactions.  The 

only subject team that met on a semi-regular basis was that of the three Algebra I 

teachers.  Their goal was to meet every Friday morning during their common first period 

conference time; however, as Paula, one of the Algebra 1 teachers said, “life often got in 

the way” (INT1:Q2:101).  One of the teachers described it as a bad cycle: they were all so 

far behind that they did not have time to meet to figure out how to share the workload and 

help one another get ahead. 

In addition to departments and subject team groups, the freshman core teachers 

were organized into interdisciplinary teams.  These teams were comprised of one teacher 

from each of the four core subjects, math, science, English, and social studies.  The 



 
 

67

freshman house had 3 such teams, each of which met on a daily basis.  Their meetings 

were formal, in the sense that they were scheduled and the time was often facilitated or 

directed by the academic dean; thus, they had little choice but to attend.   

Before school started, the academic dean decided upon a weekly agenda for the 

teams to follow in their meetings.  On Mondays, they were to set goals for the week and 

report their area of responsibility, which had been outlined by the academic dean at the 

beginning of the year.  Each teacher was given a role:  one teacher was in charge of 

tracking attendance, another was charged with maintaining information about behavioral 

referrals, another teacher was responsible for keeping track of failing students, and the 

other teacher was in charge of tracking parent contacts.  Because she had told freshmen 

parents during orientation and registration over the summer that each student’s parents 

would be contacted once a week by a team teacher, Tuesdays were scheduled for parent 

phone calls.  Each teacher had between 20 and 25 students that were assigned to be their 

advisees, and it was the parents of these students that the team teacher was directed to 

contact.  On Wednesdays, the team teachers were to have meetings scheduled with 

parents of students on their team about whom they were concerned.  On Thursdays, the 

teams were scheduled to pull small groups of students out of class for TAKS tutorials.   

Finally, on Fridays, the team teachers were to reflect on the week and discuss students 

about whom they were concerned.  The academic dean attended the meetings regularly at 

the beginning of the semester; however, once the team members understood her agenda, 

she sent me as a facilitator, and later, as a messenger of her concerns. 
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At the beginning of the school year, the teamed teachers who had taught at 

Norman the year before had high hopes that the common conference period for the 

teaming would be an enriching and helpful experience for themselves, for their teaching 

and for their students.  They had anticipated connecting deeply with the other teachers on 

their team and not only sharing strategies for working with common students, but also 

designing interdisciplinary lessons.  However, due to the structure imposed by the 

academic dean, this freedom of purpose was not possible, nor was there any discussion 

about building trust and communication among the team members.  Also, because only 

75% of the students in each team had all four teachers, the teachers did not feel full 

responsibility for the group of students within their team.   

These three factors, the imposed structure, the lack of established trust and 

purpose, and the impure teams, led to many of the teachers feeling discontented with the 

team meetings and process.  Ned, who was one of the freshman English I teachers, noted: 

I think that if we had been able to collaborate more as far as lesson plans and 
stuff, it would have been much more productive.  Instead, in our teams, it was 
more about contacting parents and pulling students out and having student 
conferences. The focus wasn’t really on how we do things across the board, talk 
about the same thing in all these different classes and really try to connect, that 
wasn’t even a priority (INT2:Q5:15-19). 
 

Wanda, also a freshman English I teacher, remarked: 
 
I do wish we had true teaming, where we did share all of our students – it would 
have helped so much with the purpose of our meetings. And I wish we could find 
a better way of structuring the meetings in general.  I don’t like how we were told 
what to do every day at the beginning of the year.  I thought a lot of that was 
repetitive.  But, I like having the common meeting to do helpful things together, 
so maybe we could work on what is done during that time, because I felt like most 
of what was planned for us was busy work (INT1:Q22:62-67). 
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When reflecting at the end of the year on her team’s work together, Sally, a World 

Geography teacher, said, “I feel like we could have done a lot more, and it’s our fault 

because we knew what we were supposed to do, we just didn’t do it.  But it was also 

because we didn’t have accountability for it” (INT2:Q1:30-32).  As the year progressed, 

the prescribed structure imposed by the academic dean was pared down to the basics of 

the agenda.  The teamed teachers met for as little time as possible, asking one another 

“What do we need to do, so we can get it done?” and “Did we already reflect?” 

(OBS:p5:56-57).  Paula said, “If the teaming period goes over 10 minutes, which it 

shouldn’t, it probably means that one of them was late, even though it’s planned that it 

should be just a 5 minute thing” (INT1:Q7:76-77).  For Paula, her frustration with the 

other members of her team affected the team’s functioning.  She said:  

The teaming period always feels like a disaster, because there you have people 
focusing on the personalities, instead of the agenda or the students.  During the 
meetings, when we get off topic and talk about life or whatever, which is okay, 
but most of the time we don’t want to meet for very long.  So, instead of talking 
about stuff, we need to be professional and get it over with (INT1:Q3:76-80). 
 
Several of the team members told me at various points through the school year 

that they would have rather taught another class than participate in the meetings 

(OBS:p22:31-33).  More often, these comments came from veteran teachers, who already 

had higher frustration levels with the school, as well as established habits of working 

with other teachers.  At the beginning of the year, the teachers’ comments were a 

reflection of feeling overwhelmed with all of the tasks given to them as part of the team.  

David, a first year teacher who previously worked in technology for many years, often 
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conveyed a thoughtful, analytical perspective to how the school functioned.  With respect 

to the demands of the teaming period, he said:  

I’m having to choose between meeting the team requirements and designing good 
lessons – either way, my teaching suffers and so do the students.  I think the three 
valuable things of the team meetings are the time for parent conferences, tutorials, 
and discussing common issues (INT2:Q5:32-34).   
 
As the year progressed, teachers’ discontent with the teaming was more of a 

response to the ineffective use of time, the lack of purpose together, and the lack of trust 

and communication between team members (OBS:p22:35).  Hillary, a veteran teacher at 

Norman High School, remarked, “We don’t really work together in our team meetings.  

Paula and I try to, but we get so frustrated with the others, and the structure of the whole 

thing is just not helpful to anyone” (INT1:Q7:42-43). 

Although most of the team members’ feelings about the team meetings were 

negative, some positive feelings emerged.  In a general sense, the teamed teachers liked 

the idea of being on a team and working together toward a common goal.  Sally noted, “I 

like working on teams for something, and it’s nice to be with the other core freshman 

teachers” (INT1:Q3:26-27).  Wanda, a veteran teacher at Norman High School, 

commented:  

I do like it that we are given time through the school, that is one good thing about 
this year.  I think it has helped me knowing that Ginger understands what my kids 
are doing in the classroom, because we have many of the same kids” 
(INT1:Q3:51-53). 
 

Ned described some of the activities that were done in the team as useful: 

Meeting and doing that stuff, talking to three other teachers that have the same 
students has been really helpful.  At the same time, I kind of wish we didn’t have 
three first year teachers on our team because that’s been interesting.  Mitch has to 
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give all of us so much help because he knows, he’s just been doing it for so long.  
Also, when we do things like meeting with students, I like that a lot.  I felt that 
was helpful (INT1:Q2:9-14). 
 
Each team varied in terms of group dynamics.  The team that Paula and Hillary 

were on was the least cohesive, with a definite divide between them and the other two 

teachers, who were football coaches together.  Despite their frustration with the other 

team members, Paula and Hillary tried to work together; however, they faced competing 

interests for their time and energy.  Both were focused on their subject area collaboration, 

particularly Hillary in her relationship with Renee, another Biology teacher, and the rest 

of the science department.  Paula was pregnant and went on maternity leave at the 

beginning of April.   

Like Paula and Hillary’s team, Wanda’s team was disjointed as well.  Wanda and 

Ginger, an Algebra I teacher, attempted to work together; however, both of them had 

quiet personalities, so apart from talking together, they did not take action.  One of the 

other members on the team was a football coach who was unhappy at the school because 

of political issues he faced in his coaching role; therefore, he was not willing to engage in 

team collaboration beyond the minimum requirements.  The other team member was new 

to the school and none of the other three team members seemed to enjoy working with 

her due to her odd personality. 

The other member of Sally, Ned, and David’s team was a long-time veteran 

teacher of the school.  As the only experienced teacher on the team, he provided advice to 

the others and a sense of purpose to the team.  All of the teachers on this team had easy-

going personalities, so none were resistant to working together.  Also, their team met 
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during the last period of the day, which lended a more relaxed atmosphere to the time.  

Because of these reasons, this team was the most cohesive.  Ned remarked: 

I think our team worked well together because of personalities and good rapport. 
We liked each other, we got along. We just lucked out.  Having people that cared 
and focused on that stuff, we didn’t have outside stuff. Other teams had football 
coaches, which is a big deal, they had a lot of stuff they had to work on but 
instead our team worked on this. Also, it helped that we didn’t know any better 
about the stuff they told us to do.  We just did it.  And also, having a set period 
that was at the end of day where you don’t have to think about other classes for 
the day helped us be more relaxed and focused (INT2:Q6:22-28). 
 
This team was perceived by other teams and the administration as having been the 

most effective at working together and at increasing students’ success during their 

freshman year; however, the team members themselves questioned that perception.  

David commented: 

Our team was interesting.  It was pleasant I would say, and we liked everybody 
and we got along well and we had a couple of good ideas and we did some stuff 
like the tracking of the calls and things. But I think that it wasn’t as it should have 
been. There wasn’t a lot of tangible evidence that what we did was useful and 
helpful and worth our time, yet the nice thing about our team was that we were 
perfectly happy to go do it.  And that was good, because I know a lot of teachers 
had attitudes about doing that and ours not so much. And in the end game it really 
came back. Our team was given credit for more kids passing and all that kind of 
stuff. I don’t know if that’s a causal thing there. I don’t know if the team produced 
the result. Maybe it did, in some kind of a strange back-door fashion. But I’m not 
sure that the full official things that we were supposed to be doing made that 
happen. I think it might have been something else.  It could have been the 
informal discussions we had among us as to how to motivate students 
(INT2:Q6:57-71). 
 
Although they liked the idea of collaborating within a team environment, the 

freshman teachers’ experience with interdisciplinary teaming was primarily negative.   

They discovered that the way in which the teaming period was organized resulted in more 

pressure and increased demands than they would have experienced by teaching another 
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class.  In addition, the teachers seemed to struggle with developing collaborative work 

practices. 

In contrast to the freshman teachers’ experiences with teaming, the upper class 

teachers did not have any time for collaboration.  Harriet, who had taught at Norman 

High School for 14 years and was not on a freshman team, said:  

I think the teaming is a really good concept and they see some improvement, but I 
think the other teachers who have one conference period are feeling left out, and 
that it would be nice if we could collaborate, too (INT1:Q3:145-148). 
 

Her comment was indicative of the nonteamed teachers’ responses to their experience 

with the school’s new organizational structure. 

Apart from the scheduled department and team meetings, teachers had other types 

of interactions which they considered to be formal.  One example was hall monitoring, 

either during their conference period (an initiative started mid-year to control student 

activity in the halls, for which teachers who volunteered were paid an hourly stipend) or 

during their scheduled before school or after school duty time, typically in the cafeteria or 

at a point of entry into the hallways.  These times were daily or weekly opportunities for 

teachers to spend time with another teacher who was not necessarily someone they would 

have talked to otherwise and maybe even someone with whom they had little in common; 

therefore, the majority of these interactions remained light and superficial.  For example, 

Hillary, one of the freshman biology teachers, a young woman who participated in many 

activities outside of school, had morning hall duty with a computer teacher, who was in 

her last year of teaching before retirement.  In reference to her relationship with the 

computer teacher, Hillary told me, “I wouldn’t have known [her] except for having hall 
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duty together…we chat about random things.  I don’t really see her outside of that time, 

though” (INT1:Q2:64-65). 

Another instance of teachers working together in a formal context was with club 

sponsorships.  They would coordinate with each other the organizational aspects of the 

club or activity, but through this work, they did not form ongoing or meaningful 

relationships.  Wanda, a third year teacher who taught freshman English, was also 

involved in organizing University Interscholastic League (UIL) activities for students, as 

well as a member of the AVID (Advancement Via Individual Determination) site team, a 

group that organized a college preparation class.  In reference to these activities, she said, 

“I normally wouldn’t have anything in common with her [an Algebra 2 teacher], but we 

dealt very well together with UIL.  Also, the AVID stuff – that was a new group that I 

was a part of this year, so that was neat” (INT2:Q2:80-81). 

Another example was the school sponsored faculty Christmas party at the club 

room of a local subdivision.  The food was catered, and some teachers brought their 

spouses.  Teachers grouped together with their friends, and despite the relaxed 

atmosphere and conviviality, teachers kept their conversation topical.  Most people 

attended the party because they felt as though they should, and perceived it as a 

somewhat contrived gathering. 

Throughout the school year, the administration often conveyed the message that 

they wanted teachers to collaborate.  However, they appeared to act in ways that seemed 

to teachers to be inconsistent with their “talk.”  One of the administration’s requirements 

was that their agenda and information be transmitted to the teachers through the school’s 
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organizational hierarchy.  As will become clearer in a later section, teachers resented the 

agenda-driven meetings and the administration’s impositions on their meetings.   

Therefore, when asked to describe their interactions with their colleagues, they 

referred more frequently to the many informal ways in which they worked both with and 

around one another throughout the day. 

Informal.  After the initial interviews and my observations over the course of 

most of the school year, I began to observe a differentiation between the types of 

teachers’ informal interactions.  Some were of a more personal nature; others were 

strictly professional.  And many seemed to be an intertwined combination of personal and 

professional goals.  Yet, despite the teachers’ strong recollection of informal interactions, 

and my initial hunch that meaningful relationships would result, this was not the case, 

except in only a few specific cases. These exceptions are discussed at the end of this 

section under the title Meaningful Relationships. 

In the follow-up interviews, I asked teachers about their views on the nature of 

personal and professional communities, and their experiences with each.  Most of the 

interviewees described personal communities as those groups in which they felt 

comfortable speaking openly, and were with people who they knew on a more familiar 

level, whereas within professional arenas, they would be more likely to censor their talk.  

The teachers also indicated that personal relationships help foster trust in professional 

interactions, and if they have personal rapport with colleagues, their work with them is 

more valuable and productive.  Their beliefs are discussed further under research 

question two.  In this section, I focus on the ways in which they interacted personally and 
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professionally, during lunch, in the hallways, through e-mail and after formal meetings 

had ended. 

The majority of teachers’ informal interactions took place at lunch; although it 

only lasted 25 minutes, this was the largest block of time during the school day in which 

teachers saw one another.  For the most part, teachers did not see one another outside of 

school, so this really was their primary time for talking.  The majority of the teachers 

followed the same schedule every day, in terms of where they went and with whom they 

ate.  Some ate alone in their room, spending the time trying to advance with their 

workload.  This self-imposed isolation is further addressed later in this section. 

The teachers who ate together gathered in various places, and each venue had a 

social context for the conversation that occurred.  Part of the difference involved the 

specific teachers who came together, and this was primarily determined by which of the 

three lunches each teacher was assigned within the division of the classrooms.  In the 

past, teachers of the same subject had the same lunch because assignments were 

determined by hall, but under the new structure, the groupings had changed to that of 

houses.  The change affected most teachers, but not all.  For example, veteran teachers, 

especially social studies teachers, who had long been accustomed to eating together, now 

found themselves separated; as a group, social studies teachers held the longest tenure 

and instead of getting to know some of the newer teachers during lunch time, they chose 

to spend the time alone in their classrooms. On the other hand, because their lab 

classrooms could not be moved, the science teachers still had lunch together.  In addition, 

electives teachers whose classrooms were outside of the main building, such as 
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agriculture, auto mechanics, athletics, and dance, were still grouped together as a matter 

of scheduling convenience. 

During the first lunch of each day, the science department ate together in one 

teacher’s classroom.  For numerous years, they had been gathering for lunch, and because 

their classrooms did not move, they were able to continue the tradition.  Through their 

interactions, they developed more meaningful relationships; a deeper description is 

provided in a subsequent section, titled meaningful relationships. 

Teachers gathered in the teachers’ lounge during each of the three lunches; 

however, each group created a different environment.  During the first lunch, only one or 

two teachers from one of the upper class houses ate there, along with one or two front 

office staff, so it was the quietest group, and they usually finished early.  For the second 

lunch, a few of the freshmen teachers ate together, along with a couple of electives 

teachers who occasionally came into the teachers’ lounge.  When one of the veteran 

computer teachers came in, he talked almost nonstop about all of the things the school 

was doing wrong.  The other teachers did not stop his complaints, perhaps in part because 

they agreed.  However, they also did not typically contribute to the topic; I suggest that 

the reason was a lack of trust and close connection with him.  On the days that he did not 

come to the teachers’ lounge for lunch, the freshmen teachers’ conversation was similar 

to other groups, as it flowed between classes, students, and personal lives (OBS:p13:23-

25).  As Wanda said, “I enjoy talking to the other freshmen teachers during lunch.  

Ginger and I talk a lot about our students, as well as our personal lives” (INT1:Q7:50-

52).   
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The third lunch was the biggest and most engaged group of teachers.  Many of 

them were electives teachers and because they had lunch together the year before, they 

were able to continue their lively conversations.  Cindy, the new art teacher, said, “I think 

my lunch group has gotten closer, because we eat lunch every day and we look forward 

to that adult time together.  We don’t really get to see each other much outside of that” 

(INT2:Q2:130-132).  Through these daily interactions, this group of teachers formed 

what Cindy called “a support network, where we all get to voice what’s going on” 

(INT1:Q2:161).  

Several teachers ate in the school cafeteria during each lunch, sitting together at a 

table at the far end of the large room.  Because the principal sat there as well, three 

characteristics resulted:  teachers had direct access to ask him questions in an informal 

environment; if they sat with him, they had an opportunity to make a good impression; 

and, because of his presence, teacher conversation was never negative.  Overall, the 

teachers talked about the good things that were going on in their classes, and what topics 

they planned to teach.  In addition, they talked generally about their weekends and the 

activities in which they were involved. 

Because it was the longest period of time each day for teachers to interact, lunch 

was an important component of teachers’ lives, particularly with respect to their informal 

interactions.  Each group of teachers who ate together exhibited different ways of 

relating, which was both a result of and a contributing factor to the context of their 

gathering. 
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After lunchtime interactions, exchanges in the hallway were the second most 

common time that teachers talked, as they moved through their day.  However, the 

conversations were typically brief: in the mornings, they were hurriedly preparing for the 

day; between classes, teachers were required to be at their doors, but the throngs of 

students passing through the halls and entering classes prevented significant teacher 

interaction; and after school, many teachers left as soon as they finished their work for 

the day or if they stayed, it was for student tutorials or to work individually in their 

classroom.  

Some teachers made a point of being friendly to the other teachers they saw in the 

halls, stopping to chat for a minute if time allowed.  Often the conversation was a blend 

of some personal and some professional topics; for example, one would start out by 

asking how the other teacher is doing, and how their classes are going.  Depending on the 

pre-established relationship, the other teacher might share something that was going on 

with them outside of school, and then talk about a difficult class or specific students.  The 

first teacher would then reassure the other teacher, trying to help him or her remain 

optimistic for the day.  Whitney, a new teacher to Norman who was social and energetic, 

described these types of interactions as “pumping each other for the day” (INT1:Q7:114-

115).  Other conversations started right away with the progress of a common student; this 

was especially true for Special Education teachers, who rarely saw one another in other 

venues where they could discuss their work. 

Teachers’ short conversations with their neighbors between classes depended 

upon what they had in common.  Within the house groupings, some teachers became 
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acquainted with nearby teachers better than others.  In the freshman house, the teachers 

who were on the same team and who were next to one another developed deeper 

relationships than those who were separated from their fellow team members.  This was 

particularly true for Wanda and Ginger; for them, and for others to some extent, the 

topics of their conversations typically went beyond small talk, and often involved 

particular students who they both had in their classes.  In the other two houses, because 

the teachers who were next to one another did not teach the same students and did not 

have a common conference period, the development of relationships seemed more 

haphazard and superficial, and appeared to depend more on compatible personalities.   

Even though some groups of teachers in those houses engaged in small talk with 

one another more than they would have if still in departmental groupings, they did not 

take it further and work together on interdisciplinary curriculum or talk about common 

students.  Some of the teachers did not realize that was the administrators’ original idea 

with the new structure; those who did understand the intention did not take the lead in 

making it happen, in part because there was no strong incentive or accountability for 

working together and in part because there was no extra time or motivation for it.  As 

Louise, a veteran social studies teacher, summed up: 

I’ve definitely made friends outside of my department. The person I speak to most 
is a math teacher. Sharon and Tammy and I have gotten to know each other 
(English teacher, math teachers, social studies teacher) so I think that was part of 
the idea. We didn’t accomplish what they wanted us to, which was inter-
disciplinary planning. When I talk to Tina or Sandy it has absolutely nothing to do 
with work.  But, I think we’ve definitely gotten to know people outside of our 
departments (INT2:Q2:234-237). 
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Despite many teachers sharing common planning periods, most of them did not 

see one another during this time.  A few made an occasional effort to stop by one 

another’s classrooms.  The Algebra I teachers were one such group, and they found this 

time even more valuable than the Fridays when they were able to attend their self-

scheduled meeting.  I interviewed two of the Algebra I teachers, and each of them told 

me without prompting that they received the most benefit out of their informal 

interactions.  David said, “Us Algebra teachers try to get together regularly, but the really 

valuable part is when we stop by someone else’s room and share something we’re doing 

or ask a question” (INT1:Q6:20-22).  The teachers who did not communicate with their 

subject area teachers as often encountered other teachers by chance.  These interactions 

occurred mainly in the teachers’ lounge while making copies or in the hallways, so they 

were not prolonged or particularly meaningful. 

In addition to face-to-face interactions, teachers talked informally through e-mail.  

Since the administration sent out some formal e-mails with school updates, the majority 

of the teachers’ messages were informal in nature.  Similar to their other interactions, the 

e-mail messages were about activities they were doing with their classes, their feelings 

about school policies and procedures, and sometimes, organizing gatherings for happy 

hour or other events. 

The final way in which teachers interacted informally was after meetings had 

ended.  Those who were able to stay afterwards did so, in part to socialize a little or ask 

clarifying questions, but also in an attempt to find out the real reason and background for 

initiatives and programs.  This was especially true after department chair meetings, where 
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the top-down agenda originated. It was also at this time that the participants talked about 

individual concerns that they had about upcoming events. 

Teachers’ formal and informal interactions were distinctly different.  In large part 

because their formal contact was prescribed by the school structure as established by the 

administration, teachers did not refer to it as frequently as their informal relationships.  

Teachers’ informal interactions seemed to lead to the beginnings of more authentic 

community. 

Reasons for interaction and participation.  As a follow-up to my interview 

questions about how teachers interacted with one another, I asked why they interacted 

with those teachers.  Within the formal interactions, they had no choice, because the 

administration constructed the groups and the context in which they met.  However, for 

their informal exchanges, both personal and professional, they listed two reasons for 

increased levels of interaction: teachers’ personalities and attitudes, and their proximity to 

one another.  Likewise, these reasons also limited some teachers’ interactions with others 

whom they viewed as not sharing the same attitude and those who were not in the same 

area of the school.  This sentiment was equally shared by all teachers whom I 

interviewed, regardless of teaming status or newness to the school. 

In any organization, people of different personalities and attitudes are brought 

together.  Within this mix, most people find others with whom they connect.  Although 

most teachers at Norman High School felt a need to express their frustrations from time 

to time, overall they sought colleagues with compatible personalities and positive 

attitudes.  Teachers cited personality conflicts as the main reason they did not want to 
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work with certain people.  Paula related, “The people I usually don’t talk to is because of 

a personality conflict or I might not have much respect for them based on what students 

say about them” (INT1:Q7:248-249).  However, personality and attitude were also 

important reasons they did make an effort to interact with others; as Wanda remarked, 

“Most of the people I associate with is because I like their personalities” (INT1:Q7:240-

241).  Similarly, Ned commented, “Eventually, you figure out who you can work with 

because of personalities” (INT1:Q6:5-6).  The personality characteristic that many 

teachers cited as important for them to want to socialize with the others was positiveness.  

Harriet, a social and likeable veteran teacher, said, “People that I associate with the most 

have good attitudes.  They’re fun to be around, they’re positive. If they’re real negative, I 

tend to go away from them” (INT1:Q6:277-278). 

Particularly at lunch, teachers reported a desire to be involved in positive 

conversations.  Several interviewees commented on this; I believe the reason was that it 

was teachers’ longest amount of time together within the school day, as well as because 

the lunchtime conversations were typically with larger groups and in public venues such 

as the cafeteria or teachers’ lounge.  Whitney, a nonteamed teacher who had taught in a 

rural community before coming to Norman High School, commented, “I don’t want to be 

one of those people who speaks negatively at lunch, so most of the conversations are 

pretty positive, but they’re also pretty benign and sterile because everyone is on guard 

and talking about appropriate things” (INT1:Q7:112-114).  Similarly, Ned, who ate lunch 

in the cafeteria, said:  
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At lunch, I talk with positive people, like the girls’ coaches.  It’s nice to hear 
about accomplishments of students and what they’re like outside of class.  The 
girls’ coaches are a very positive group of people.  Plus, they do so much and get 
it all done, so it makes me think I can do it too (INT1:Q7:213-216).   
 
In addition to lunchtime, teachers wanted to be associated with positive people in 

other contexts as well.  These teachers were the ones who wanted to remain focused on 

their work and do their best for students. For example, the positive attitude of the Algebra 

I teachers contributed to their productive work relationship.  As Paula said, “Our Algebra 

meetings and conversations are always really positive and productive.  We treat each 

other with respect and try to support each other however we can” (INT1:Q2:100-101). 

Despite their continual feeling of being behind, they always remained positive with one 

another and sought the best ways to teach and work together within the constraints they 

faced. 

Teacher attitude was often an issue during professional development sessions.  

Many high school teachers entered the sessions resentful of the time it took away from 

other activities they considered more beneficial, such as planning lessons or preparing 

class activities.  The teachers who held this perspective often exhibited negative attitudes 

toward the presenter and the content, and formed a group in the back of the room.  

Sometimes this group was larger than the positive group whose attention was focused on 

learning something new or reviewing something they had heard before.  Paula, the 

algebra teacher who had been at Norman the year and a half before, remarked, “If you sit 

with people focused on the main ideas, it’s usually more positive, whereas if you sit with 

people who are more focused on the personalities of the adults, then it’s more negative, 
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or it gets real gossipy” (INT1:Q2:97-99).  Similarly, Renee, who had taught at Norman 

High School for four years, said: 

I think as a whole school faculty, there are many personalities that irritate me, and 
when I’m forced to sit next to them in a professional development it takes a lot of 
effort to be tolerant of them.  I wish that more of them were willing to be 
participants, at least make the afternoon go better. If I could change one thing, I 
would really prefer not to sit next to negative people for 4 hours (INT1:Q16:147-
151). 
 

Either way, the teachers who shared perspectives interacted together more, at least during 

that particular session or for that particular day. 

Some teachers came together more often based upon their frustrations, and 

interacted regularly, in part to vent about the stressful environment and the issues they 

faced at work.  Most of these conversations occurred in small groups of two or three, 

after school in teachers’ classrooms or in the hallways; however, a few teachers met off 

campus once a week just for this purpose.  They felt it was better to release their feelings 

and commiserate together than to pretend as though everything was fine, and they were 

comforted by knowing that others felt similarly.  Hillary explained these gatherings by 

saying the following: 

I think it’s important to be realistic. I feel like there’s an overwhelming push at 
this school for everyone to be positive and I think having an ear for each other to 
vent is important here.  Shelly and I go out to dinner once a week and all we do is 
talk about the stuff that’s going on at school – especially stuff that we don’t like, 
but also things that are going great.  Mainly, it’s about having an ear for someone 
(INT1:Q3:39-43). 

 
This trend of negative conversations about the stress of Norman High School is explored 

further in a subsequent section. 
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The second strongest determinant of why teachers interacted with one another 

was their proximity to one another.  Most teachers’ primary interactions with colleagues 

were with other teachers in the same hallway.  On the other hand, this proximity also 

limited who they did not see.  The majority of the interactions based almost solely on 

proximity occurred between classes, so they were brief and mostly of an incidental 

nature.  In some cases, though, the proximity helped to generate more feelings of 

connectedness. 

For example, the freshman teachers felt stronger ties to the other teachers in their 

hallway because the freshmen house was created with a specific purpose – to integrate 

the freshman students into high school and to help them be more successful.  Because of 

the new school structure and the more cohesive environment, these teachers identified not 

only with their content, but also with the freshmen house.  Based on their proximity, the 

team teachers saw one another regularly throughout the day, not just during their team 

meeting time.  However, this proximity was limited only to English, math, and social 

studies teachers, because all of the science teachers were located in another hallway.  In 

addition, during subject area common conference periods, teachers were close enough to 

meet on an almost daily basis, even if it was for a few minutes.  However, because they 

were further from the other teachers in their content, they were not able to interact with 

them as often.  The veteran teachers were not happy about not seeing the rest of the 

department; for example, Louise remarked:  

Before, we talked more in the hallways about things we were doing in class.  
Duke and I would do a lot of planning in the hall between classes, but now I see 
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him every couple of weeks because he’s geographically so far away from me 
(INT1:Q2:216-218). 
 
 However, the new teachers did not know the school under a different structure so 

they were content with the common time and high level of interaction with their specific 

subject teachers.  Ned commented:  

Being able to get with other English I teachers so easily has been great.  Last 
week, when I said I was going to start reading the Scarlet Ibis, Wanda said she 
had stuff for that, so instead of getting it after school, I got it immediately, and 
could make copies (INT1:Q2:27-30). 
 
 Because the science teachers remained in the same location, they had continuity 

in their interactions from the previous years.  Also, with all of them together, no one felt 

completely isolated or out of the loop of what was going on within the department; 

however, because the freshman science teachers were not able to interact with their other 

team teachers, they felt more disconnected from that group.  As Hillary said about her 

working relationship and proximity to Renee, another biology teacher with whom she 

planned lessons, “Maybe it’s because we’re right across the hall from each other, but we 

reflect every period” (INT1:Q9:19-20).  This regular communication seemed to greatly 

boost their confidence, as well as their ability to adapt lessons as they noticed things that 

needed to be changed.   

The teachers in the upper class houses did not have a strong identification with 

their house, so they viewed their classroom location as random and a disconnection 

between them and the teachers with whom they were accustomed to interacting.  

Therefore, their interactions tended to be more superficial than the freshman teachers, and 

they expressed a general feeling of disconnection from the ties they formerly had or those 
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which they had expected.  When I asked for examples of teacher community, Fran, an 

upper class, non-teamed teacher, referred to “this little part of our hall, the teachers close 

by, the people I see every day” (INT1:Q2:152).  Similarly, Harriet said, “Last year, I felt 

more connected because of the proximity of the Social Studies department” 

(INT1:Q7:147-148). 

As the two major reasons that emerged to explain why teachers interacted with 

others, personality/attitude and proximity could be seen as common sense explanations.  

However, I suggest that with deeper reflection, these two characteristics could become 

important focal points for the development of community. 

Limitations to interaction and participation.  As described in the last section, 

teachers’ attitudes and personalities, as well as their proximity to one another, increased 

their interactions with some, but limited it with others.  In addition to these reasons, four 

other factors emerged from teachers’ descriptions that described why their interactions 

were limited with their colleagues:  not living in Norman; having a family and other 

outside commitments; being a new teacher; and feeling overworked. 

The majority of the teachers at Norman High School commuted to work.  Many 

of them only drove 15 to 30 minutes, but some drove an hour or more.  Thus, they were 

not as willing to come early or to stay after school because they factored their commute 

time into their work day.  Because this was true for so many teachers, they did not expect 

others to be at school longer hours either, which further inhibited their interactions.  Even 

for social events, such as happy hours, teachers were less open to the idea of getting 
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together because they lived further away, and in such a variety of directions.  As Cindy, a 

second year teacher who was in her first year teaching art at Norman High School, said:  

I think that because teachers live all over, as far as hanging out together outside of 
work hours, that’s just not going to happen.  Especially for those of us who 
commute, that’s the last thing I want to do outside of regular school hours 
(INT2:Q3:96-98).   
 
Wanda, who lived in the community the year prior to the study, had sometimes 

socialized during the weekends with other teachers; she remarked, “Last year, I used to 

go out to eat with some people because I just lived in Norman, but now that I’ve moved 

45 minutes away, I don’t see people as much” (INT1:Q7:57-59). 

Another consideration for teachers was their family and other outside 

commitments.  Particularly for teachers who were newly married or who had kids, this 

placed further limits on the amount of extra time that they were willing to spend at school 

and with their colleagues.  As David commented, “I don’t socialize with teachers outside 

of school because I have a family” (INT1:Q7:31-32).  Similarly, when talking about 

Renee, Hillary noted, “She’s been really busy with her family, and she lives far away, so 

she can’t let herself get wrapped up in a lot of things” (INT1:Q13:65-67). 

Also, because much of the faculty was younger and newer to teaching, many were 

taking classes with an alternative certification program or were working on a Masters 

degree.  However, a few of the single teachers who lived closer to the school wanted to 

have more interactions with their colleagues, but often they found it hard to find many 

others who were interested.  As Hillary said, “The problem is that I’m single and a lot of 

people are married or have kids, so that’s limiting” (INT1:Q7:39-40). 
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Some new teachers at Norman High School felt as though they did not know 

people well enough to be an active participant.  For example, Cindy said, “I don’t 

socialize very much with teachers from here yet, but it’s just my first year” 

(INT1:Q7:107-108).  She still communicated regularly with teachers from her former 

school and felt connected to them.  Similarly, as a first year teacher, Sally said, “If I was 

going to be at a school for a long time, I would definitely want to build friendships with 

my co-workers.  I feel like I have with some people, but it’s not going to happen in one 

year” (INT1:Q13:21-23).     

In addition to the three reasons described above for why teachers did not interact 

as much with their colleagues, feeling overworked and tired was an often-cited 

explanation.  As Whitney, who was typically very energetic and social, related, “One of 

the main reasons I don’t seek teacher community is because I’m just spent and I don’t 

feel like talking” (INT1:Q13:94-95).  Norman High School teachers felt the intensity of 

the work days, which included a tough teaching environment and numerous meetings and 

paperwork.  Many of the students were struggling academically, and in part a 

consequence of it, in part a cause, they became discipline problems for the teacher.  

Because of their home lives and backgrounds, many students did not see the value in 

education and did not want to be at school.  This attitude made the teachers’ work that 

much more difficult, so many of them were often too exhausted at the end of teaching six 

class periods to interact more than required with their colleagues. 

These four factors, not living in Norman, family and other commitments, being 

new to Norman High School, and feeling overworked, combined to limit teachers’ 
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interaction and participation with one another.  In order to foster community in the 

school, I believe that it is important to build the strengths of the community and invite 

community members’ participation.  In addition, new teachers could be welcomed better 

into the school and larger community. 

Meaningful relationships.  Despite all of the obstacles to authentic interactions 

between teachers, some groups developed more meaningful relationships through their 

interactions.  For each group, it occurred in different ways and through different contexts, 

but the end result was the same: they felt a part of something and connected to others at 

work.  The three groups that had this special connection were the science department; 

some mentor/mentee pairs; and coaches. 

As previously mentioned, the science department had a tradition of eating lunch 

together every day.  They gathered around a big table in one teacher’s classroom and 

their conversation flowed easily between various topics, both personal and professional.  

By spending these 25 minutes together, they knew how other teachers’ classes were 

going, as well as about one another’s lives outside of school.  Newer teachers were 

quickly socialized into the group; as Hillary, a second year science teacher, remarked:  

I think teacher community starts with small things, like having lunch together, 
because the first day I came in, there was no question – everyone had lunch 
together.  Of course I was going to join them, so instantly you have some sort of 
community (INT1:RQ6:28-30).   
 
In addition to feeling included, the new science teachers were also able to seek 

advice about their teaching.  In the follow-up interview, Hillary added to her initial 

thoughts:   “I think that being in the science department, my perspective is very different 
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from other departments because we are so grouped together, we have lunch together, so I 

feel very much a part of that community” (INT2:Q2:57-59).  Similarly, Renee said, “I 

feel very connected to my department.  Personally, that’s where my focus is, it’s where I 

spend all my time. So, in my mind, my community is my department” (INT1:Q2:173-

175).  Departmental decisions were often discussed during lunch, such as planning TAKS 

tutorials or deciding what equipment needed to be purchased.  When someone was absent 

from school, the others inquired about where they where and expressed that they missed 

them.  As a whole, the science teachers seemed to value the closeness of their department 

and to look forward to spending time together during lunch and other informal 

gatherings.   

The second group where I observed meaningful relationships was between 

mentors and mentees.  In an effort to provide new teachers with individualized support, 

the administration had assigned them mentors.  Typically, within these relationships, new 

teachers ask some questions and mentors provide some advice, but no longer term 

relationship is established.  However, in a few instances at Norman, the mentor and 

mentee developed a close working relationship that was meaningful to both of them.   

This was the case for Paula and her mentor, a veteran math teacher.  When she 

began teaching the year before, Paula was quiet and shy, but by working closely with her 

mentor, she found her voice and a way of teaching that was beneficial to both her and her 

students.  Their relationship continued beyond that initial year, and the mentor appeared 

proud of his mentee’s growth as a teacher and about her accomplishments in the 

classroom.  As Paula remarked:  
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Henry has been great for me.  Last year, our classrooms were next to each other, 
so we talked all the time.  He helped me with so many things, and we still have a 
close relationship.  I know that I can go to him for anything (INT1:Q9:34-36). 
 
In another example, Hillary, as a new biology teacher the year before, found that 

she and her mentor, Renee, had similar approaches to teaching, so they planned all of 

their lessons together.  Their close relationship continued into the year of the study.  To 

explain their work together, Hillary said, “We meet once a week after school to talk about 

the following week’s activities, and then every couple of weeks, we meet longer for 

deeper and more long-term planning” (INT1:Q9:18-19).  In her eight years of teaching, 

Renee had not found this sort of relationship before; as she noted, “I really enjoy having 

someone’s fresh energy and ideas to combine with my knowledge” (INT1:Q7:131-132).  

Hillary also commented: 

I got really lucky, because Renee and I are similar in so many ways, so we can 
play off each other’s strengths.  I don’t imagine that’s very commonly found in 
life or in education.  We have a lot of shared ideas – one of the things I love about 
hanging out with her is that I can share an idea and she’ll add to it.  That happens 
a lot, and I love it – it makes me feel more creative (INT1:Q7:231-235).   
 
Therefore, despite not being happy at the school because of the difficulties she 

faced with the students and clashes with the administration, she stayed at Norman.  In 

Hillary’s straightforward words: “The reason I came back this year was because of Renee 

– there’s no other reason” (INT1:Q22:47-48). 

The final case of a meaningful relationship that developed between a mentor and 

mentee was that of Ned, a social and young English I teacher, and his mentor, Wanda, 

who had been teaching at Norman for a few years.  Her classroom was located almost 

across the hall from his, so they were able to talk often throughout the day.  In addition to 
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this proximity, during their common planning period, his room was used by a floating 

teacher.  Because he was not able to work there during that period, he spent the time in 

Wanda’s classroom.  Ned described their time together:  

I talk to Wanda a lot, especially during our off period.  We talk about how class is 
going, school stuff, but we also talk about family, friends, and movies, so it has 
become as much a friend relationship as it is professional.  She gives me advice 
about things, and I do the same (INT1:Q7:5-8). 
 
In each of these examples, the mentor and mentee taught the same subject.  

Because of that, the mentor was better able to identify with the mentee and provide very 

specific advice on both curricular and instructional matters.  In addition to this, the 

teachers’ personalities were compatible; the mentor made it a priority to spend time with 

the mentee; and the mentee was receptive to the advice offered and the relationship in 

general. 

The third area in which I found meaningful relationships was among the athletic 

coaches, who spent significant amounts of time together.  At Norman High School, there 

were at least two coaches for each sport, with multiple coaches for the larger programs 

such as football and basketball.  They were united in a common mission of providing 

athletic events for the students and, through this shared goal and the time they devoted to 

it, they developed meaningful relationships with one another.  In addition to their time 

together on the court or on the field, they talked in the hallways or in their classrooms, 

about athletics, classes, students, and their personal lives.  As Harriet noted about her 

relationship with the other coaches, “Because we spend so much time together, we 

become really close, and enjoy talking to each other about everything.  We support each 
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other through the various issues that come up during the school year” (INT1:Q8:132-

133). 

One of the identifying characteristics of meaningful relationships between 

teachers is that their interactions extend beyond the school day, beyond the athletic 

season, and beyond the school year.  These groups often remain in contact for many 

years, even when someone leaves the school or the field of education.  It is these types of 

relationships that teachers are more likely to remember and that can keep them connected 

to the school and to their profession. 

Teachers’ interaction and participation with one another formed a large portion of 

what contributed to the types of relationships they developed.  Formal interactions had 

some effect, but informal interactions exerted an even greater impact.  In addition to the 

reasons why they interacted with certain teachers, other factors limited their interactions, 

all of which were described in this section.  Despite the numerous limitations, a few 

groups developed meaningful relationships. 

Commonalities 

Another factor that contributed to the types of relationships that teachers had were 

the things they had in common.  When I inquired why teachers felt stronger relationships 

with certain colleagues, three reasons emerged: common background; common interests; 

and shared beliefs.  Although these factors certainly contributed to the nature of their 

interactions, it also directly influenced the relationships that they developed.  
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Common background.  As previously mentioned, many of the teachers at 

Norman High School were young, single, and interested in personal and professional 

advancement.  In many instances, these common background characteristics made 

teachers feel more of an instant connection with their colleagues, even in the absence of a 

higher level of interaction.  The younger teachers, especially the new ones in their early 

or mid twenties, built relationships with one another around their newness to teaching and 

to work life in general.  Sally commented, “Part of my socializing with other teachers has 

to do with age and with being a new teacher.  I talk on the phone to other new teachers 

who are near my age” (INT1:Q7:24-25).  Likewise, many of the older, veteran teachers 

had developed stronger relationships with one another over their years together at 

Norman. 

Because a lot of the teachers were single, they were able to identify with one 

another, knowing that they were interested in similar things outside of work.  Whitney 

remarked:  

Since this is a younger and more single environment, I can talk about more things 
with people than in my old school, which was in a small town where everyone 
was married and had small kids.  Also, I’ve developed relationships with other 
teachers here who are single and like to go out and do things, so that’s nice 
(INT1:Q8:94-96).  
 
The other common background trait that many teachers shared was their interest 

in professional development.  In addition to the many new teachers in alternative 

certification programs, several teachers were working on Masters degrees.  However, 

instead of serving as a topic of common discussion, the programs seemed to draw 

teachers away from Norman to attend class or prepare for them.  
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Common interests.  Through interactions during the school year, teachers found 

others who shared their interests.  For example, Ned described, “At TAKS camp in 

February, I got to know Bobby better and found out that we have some things in common 

like fishing, Louisiana, and sports” (INT1:Q7:8-9).  Although they did not engage in 

these activities together, from that point on, they knew that they had more in common 

with one another than just work.  Other teachers came together because they had dogs, so 

they would talk more often just about that.  A small group of teachers enjoyed dancing, 

so sometimes they would plan to go out together during the weekends.  These common 

interests could be seen as providing the foundation for the beginnings of a deeper 

relationship. 

Shared beliefs.  By nature of the people who choose teaching as a profession, 

they share many beliefs.  Whitney, who had taught for several years, commented, “I think 

certain people flock to this profession, and even if their beliefs aren’t exactly the same, 

there is common ground” (INT1:Q8:114-115).  However, in the climate of negativity at 

Norman High School, teachers did not share their thoughts in public.  Instead, they found 

likeminded people who shared their beliefs.  Louise, who had taught several years and 

enjoyed being with the students, expressed:  

I think that’s part of the reason I have the friends I do because we share common 
beliefs about the inherent goodness of kids and all that they can learn, but that’s 
outside of school.  Here, if you start talking like that, people are going to think 
you’re crazy.  There’s definitely a negative vibe from some of the teachers here, 
and that’s why some of those conversations are held outside of school 
(INT1:Q18:146-150).   
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Some teachers felt a kinship with other teachers, not necessarily due to 

interactions with them, but because they shared a similar educational philosophy.  Hillary 

remarked, “I identify with people who have high expectations, like Duke and Adam” 

(INT1:Q8:33).  Similarly, David commented, “If I had more time, I would associate with 

teachers that have the same philosophy of teaching that I do, like Hillary” (INT1:Q7:226-

227).  Paula said, “I feel a connection with the teachers who are willing to do the 

different teaching styles in the classroom and are willing to change it up as much as they 

can, and those who are teaching to the rigor that we are supposed to teach” (INT1:Q8:65-

67).  

Teachers’ comments about the existence or absence of shared beliefs between 

themselves and others highlight the importance of this characteristic of community.  

Some teachers’ perception of the lack of shared beliefs appeared to reduce their sense of 

trust of their coworkers, as well as their happiness with their work.  In another sense, 

some teachers’ perception of sharing beliefs about teaching with teachers they did not 

interact with on a regular basis could be seen as an attempt to connect their perspective 

with that of other teachers. 

Turnover 

Norman ISD was known around the region for its difficult and mobile student 

population, students’ low socioeconomic status (SES), and overall low academic 

achievement.  These factors contributed significantly to Norman’s historically high 

teacher turnover rate, and in turn, this was the third reason that teachers primarily 
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developed incidental relationships with their colleagues.  Similar to the dual areas of 

influence of commonalities, the teacher turnover inhibited not only teachers’ interactions 

with one another, but also the nature of their relationships. 

Out of 73 teachers on staff, 30 of them were new to Norman the year of the study.  

Eleven of the teachers new to the district were in their first year of teaching, and 3 had 

come to Norman with one year of experience in another school.  Among the 11 new 

teachers, all except the four who had completed student teaching were in alternative 

certification programs.  Of the 43 returning teachers, 13 of them were in their second year 

and all of them had completed alternative certification programs the year before.  The rest 

of the faculty members had been teaching for more than 5 years and several teachers had 

been teaching for more than 20 years. 

By the middle of the school year, five teachers had left.  One quit within the first 

few weeks of school, as she quickly realized that teaching, at least at Norman, was not for 

her.  Three others were asked to leave at the end of the semester because the 

administration perceived them as ineffective, after many attempts at intervention and 

coaching support.  The other teacher who left during the first semester had been teaching 

at the school for a few years; she obtained a position as an assistant principal at one of the 

elementary schools in the district.  To fill these vacant positions, new teachers were hired; 

three of them were from alternative certification programs and the other two teachers 

were friends with the principal from working together in previous years.  Both of them 

had previous experience.  One had not been working during the first semester, so the job 

was a helpful opportunity for him.  The other experienced teacher came to the school 
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directly from Norman’s New Tech High School, in part because she had not adjusted 

well to the instructional model there, and because she was not fitting into the teacher 

community and overall school culture.  Unfortunately, she did not make it to the end of 

the school year at Norman High School; after struggling to keep up with the workload 

and unruly classes, she left the school in April, and a long-term substitute completed the 

year in her place. 

The lack of consistency in the faculty had a strong influence on the overall 

climate of the school.  Teachers knew fewer of their colleagues; as Wanda commented, “I 

don’t have as many friends this year because so many people left and so many people are 

new” (INT1:Q10:45).  Hillary added, “I knew most of the new people last year since I 

was one of them, but this year I don’t know as many of the new people, and there’s a 

relatively large group of them” (INT1:Q13:45-46). 

In addition to the teachers who had left, several others talked about wanting to 

leave, which left teachers hesitant to try to build or strengthen relationships with people.  

David remarked, “I think the teacher community is important and means quite a bit, but 

also some of the teachers that I was hoping to build community with probably aren’t 

going to be around next year” (INT1:Q22:31-32).  The high turnover rate lowered the 

overall morale of the faculty.  Sally said, “I think the morale here is really low and it’s 

gotten worse as the year has progressed.  Part of it is because teachers are leaving” 

(INT2:Q2:40-41).  Similarly, Louise noted, “When I do talk to the people around me, no 

one is planning to come back from my room to the end of the hallway.  They’re all saying 
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they’re done with this place, because they don’t feel any connection” (INT1:Q22:177-

179).  David related:  

 We’ve had issues of teachers leaving mid-year for various reasons – some 
positive and some not – and that hurts the community as a whole because there’s 
this initial momentum that you get in your community when you start the year.  
Everybody thinks this is going to be a great year, we’re going to make these great 
improvements over last year and everybody is pumped up about doing that and 
there’s energy there.  But then when people leave for various reasons, the person 
you shared the vision with is gone and now he’s replaced with a person who 
doesn’t share that vision from the beginning and it just lacks something there 
(INT2:Q2:29-35). 
 
Some of the returning teachers felt as though the new teachers did not know what 

they were getting into and that they would not be able to fully understand the school 

because they had not been there during the difficult year of Academically Unacceptable 

status.  Paula said, “Half of our teachers left and we got half new teachers, so that’s made 

a big difference to the feel of the teacher community.  I don’t know how much they really 

understand this place, not having been here last year” (INT1:Q2:118-120). 

In addition to learning how to teach, the new teachers were trying to navigate the 

school culture and figure out where to find support.  A few second year teachers 

understood how they felt and reached out to new teachers in their content areas; however, 

overall, the faculty made little effort to include the new teachers.  Harriet, a veteran 

teacher who tried to help new teachers as much as possible, remarked, “I don’t think 

there’s a lot of overture to include new people – everyone is just too wrapped up in their 

own things” (INT1:Q16:147).  Similarly, Whitney, a new teacher to Norman High 

School, commented, “I think at the beginning of the year, it was an awkward community 

because there were teachers who were here and the ones who were new and there was a 
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big gap between us” (INT2:Q2:142-143).  At the end of the end year, she noted, “Now I 

know why the old timers are reluctant to be friendly with the new teachers – people just 

come and go so much.  And that’s the way the students act as well” (INT2:Q2:148-149). 

With the high number of new teachers, inexperience was more common than 

experience, and there were not enough veteran teachers to effectively support the new 

teachers, even when they were so inclined.  Ned remarked, “I feel like because of the 

amount of first year teachers here, there’s not as much guidance” (INT1:Q13:4-5).  David 

described: 

At Norman, with the turnover, there aren’t a lot of people with experience right 
now – either people have been teaching so long that they don’t remember those 
problems or they’re just like you, having the same problems, and don’t know 
what to do (INT1:Q3:16-18).   
 

Sally said, “Part of the problem is not having many experienced teachers to help you out” 

(INT2:Q7:34-35). 

 Therefore, teachers who stayed quickly became leaders, whether they were ready 

or not.  When the mentor list was formulated, second year teachers were called on to 

serve in this capacity.  It was the same situation in other leadership roles; for example, 

several of the subject team leads were second year teachers, as were two of the four core 

department chairs, one of whom was new to Norman.  While the second year teachers 

were still learning how to teach better, they became responsible for supporting others.  

Wanda commented, “Now, besides Jane, I’m the one who’s been here the longest in the 

English department, so I help my other freshman teachers as much as I can and as much 

as they accept” (INT1:Q13:64-65).  Also, because they were still relatively new to the 
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campus, the second year teachers did not have knowledge about things that were done in 

the past and how they would be best kept the same or changed.  Paula said, “I think there 

was a big disconnect this year.  I think it was partly because of the inexperience of the 

department heads of the core subjects” (INT2:Q2:86-87).   

The new teachers were not supported as well as they needed to be, and they felt as 

though they would have had better guidance if the leaders had more experience.  On the 

other hand, the second year teachers felt immense pressure to meet the expectations set 

for them.  They missed having sources of expertise to draw upon, and felt as though they 

were not ready to be leading others.  Wanda remarked:  

Last year, I was around people with a lot more expertise than myself where I 
could get advice, and now I’m the one giving it.  I felt more sheltered under a 
wing last year, and now I am the wing.  But, I would still like a little help 
(INT1:Q3:58-60).   
 

The administration did not provide any leadership training or guidance for these fledgling 

new leaders, so they did the best they could. 

Many teachers predicted that the turnover rate would continue to be high for the 

following year.  The lack of support and the isolation, as well as teachers’ sense of little 

connection to others or the school, contributed to people wanting to leave.  Louise, who 

was generally well-connected within the school because of serving as the Social Studies 

department chair and the cheerleading coach, related:  

In March of last year, I wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving, and this year, I’m not 
so sure.  I think it has something to do with the teacher community – it’s been a 
very isolating year.  I don’t feel like there’s been a lot of support in any direction.  
And this is coming from someone who loves what she does, and it worries me in 
other teachers.  Based on the conversations I’ve had, I think the turnover rate is 
going to be even higher this year than it was last year (INT1:Q22:165-169). 
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As previously mentioned, a common topic of conversation in the spring semester 

was about not wanting to come back and who was looking for jobs.  One of the second 

year science teachers talked to the principal about this general sentiment, in a search for 

ways to improve teacher retention.  Through their discussion, they decided to hold a 

teacher focus group to find out what would encourage teachers to stay at Norman.  As a 

busy teacher and basketball coach, it took the science teacher a few weeks to organize it.  

Several teachers attended the gathering, and several others e-mailed their thoughts.  They 

had some good ideas, such as limiting the number of subjects each teacher taught so they 

would not have as many preps, providing better technology, and administrative 

enforcement of discipline for the students.  However, it took the science teacher a few 

more weeks to get the results compiled and typed, and by that point, the initial 

momentum for the idea had faded, so nothing came of the project. 

A few of the new teachers whom I interviewed understood that the turnover rate 

was one of Norman’s biggest obstacles to being a successful school.  Because they did 

not want to contribute to the problem, but instead be a part of the solution, they had 

decided to return the following year.  Ned said, “All I can do is stay.  I think the solution 

is to have people stay longer, so that’s all I can do” (INT1:Q13:11-12).  Ned and the 

other new teachers who felt similarly recognized that they would likely have to start over 

building relationships with many new teachers; however, they remained positive and 

optimistic about the school’s future. 
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A key factor in teachers’ discontent was student behavior and a perceived lack of 

discipline.  The administrators who were responsible for student discipline were the three 

assistant principals.  However, two of them were new to the position; one had been a 

social studies teacher at Norman the year before as well as department chair and the other 

had been a counselor at an elementary school in another district.  The third assistant 

principal was one of the assistant principals at Norman for the last few months of the year 

before.  Prior to that, he was a science teacher in another school district.  The teachers felt 

as though this level of inexperience made it difficult for the assistant principals to do an 

effective job.  Wanda commented, “I think a lot of our problems stem from the 

administrators being too fresh” (INT1:Q17:45-46). 

The veteran teachers had seen many new teachers and administrators come and 

go.  Although some seemed frustrated by the situation, others appeared undaunted by it 

and continued in much the same way from year to year.  However, with the restructuring, 

their work lives changed significantly.  The biggest impact was that their classrooms 

were in different locations, so they did not see one another as often.  When they did 

interact, their conversations seemed comfortable, but they did not talk about their 

teaching as they did in the past; instead, they discussed the new school structure and 

policies, and shared updates on their personal lives. 

As the first theme that emerged from teachers’ descriptions of the teacher 

community at Norman High School, incidental relationships included three sub-themes: 

interaction and participation, commonalities, and turnover.  Each sub-theme influenced 

the others, yet also directly affected the nature of the relationships among teachers.   
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Common Experiences 

The second theme that emerged from teachers’ descriptions of the teacher 

community at Norman High School was their common experiences.  Although each 

teacher had individual experiences throughout their day and perceived those experiences 

differently than someone else would have, they shared many similarities and were able to 

empathize with one another’s’ classroom and school stories.  Thus, teachers’ common 

experiences tended to bring them together in discussions about their work.  Teachers took 

comfort in their interactions with one another, knowing that someone could identify with 

what they went through each day.  Because teachers viewed their job and work 

conditions as strikingly different from those of other professions, they found solidarity 

through conversations with one another. Louise remarked, “It’s hard for me to carry on 

regular conversations with people who aren’t teachers, because they don’t really 

understand what we go through” (INT2:Q1:85-86).   Whitney commented: 

People at school all know what I do each day, and they don’t believe that it’s an 
easy job, and they don’t think I have good days all the time or bad days all the 
time.  So, teachers understand my days and my job.  They don’t think it’s weird to 
vent about my job or the seemingly silly little things that bother us (INT1:Q8:105-
108). 
 

Similarly, Renee, a nonteamed teacher, said: 

Because no one can truly understand what it means to do this job unless they’ve 
done it.  [Talking with other teachers] helps you decompress from your day and 
let go of the negative.  And if you don’t have that, and you go home to someone 
in the corporate world who couldn’t possibly understand it, or you go home to no 
one, then having someone who’s in there with you and willing to talk about it is 
what you need to deal (INT1:Q10:85-89). 
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In particular, the first year teachers found that, by talking to one another about 

their common experiences, they realized that they were not the only ones having a 

difficult time.  Sally noted, “Especially for the first year teachers, we’re getting through 

our first year together. It’s been good to have people in my same shoes” (INT1:Q10:13-

14).  Similarly, Ned remarked:  

I think as new teachers it was good for us to have each other, because if someone 
else was having the same problem, I didn’t feel bad or dumb. We were all in it 
together and going through the same things (INT1:Q7:9-11). 
 
In addition to common experiences around the nature of the profession and being 

new to it, teachers’ common experiences were mainly in the following areas:  content; 

students; common goals; lack of common goals; TAKS; and commiserating together.  

These areas are described in the following sections. 

Content 

Because teachers were immersed in teaching their subject all day, talking to 

teachers who taught the same content was important to them.  Norman High School 

teachers spoke often about commonalities they had within their subject.  Some teachers 

saw a divide between the mindset of teachers of different subjects.  Hillary commented, 

“I like to talk to science and math teachers because I think we all have the same mind” 

(INT1:Q8:31).  Similarly, Wanda remarked, “English is very different from other 

subjects and I don’t think other teachers understand what is involved in teaching it.  

Because of that, I identify more with English teachers” (INT1:Q8:49-51). 
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In addition to teachers coming together within their subject based upon somewhat 

intrinsic reasons, the administration had set out an expectation that teachers complete 

common lesson plans each week.  This expectation only applied to subjects which were 

taught by more than one teacher.  In reality, most subject area teams rotated the 

responsibility for meeting the requirement instead of working together to create the 

lesson plans.  Because the administration did not monitor teachers’ daily lessons to 

ensure that all teachers were following the group lesson plan, most teachers taught in the 

way in which they wanted and did not worry about collaborating at a high level.  Despite 

the generally low level of collaboration on weekly lesson plans, teachers shared some 

common concerns about teaching their subjects, as well as meeting the school 

expectations and the students’ needs.  These areas were what brought them together in 

conversation. 

In part due to their gathering for lunch each day, science teachers had a stronger 

sense of community than teachers of other subjects.  Because of this connection, they had 

more opportunities to talk about their common experiences.  Hillary noted, “At lunch, we 

talk about [our beliefs about education], sort of incidentally, talking about strategies, 

about what will work for our group of kids and their reading level” (INT1:Q18:44-45).  

With regard to conversations about teaching and student learning, Renee said: 

I will make it topic specific – how did you teach this topic? Because my kids 
didn’t understand the way I just did it – what did you do?  I ask very specifically, 
what did you say first, and what did you say next, etc. Literally, I want to be 
walked through it.  Usually I only ask about things that didn’t work for me. But, 
people ask me a lot about what I did, and I give it to them.  So for me, it’s very 
topic specific (INT1:Q20:129-133). 
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Within the math department, the Algebra I teachers were the primary teachers 

who shared common experiences around their content.  Because they were teaching an 

abstract subject to the youngest group of students in the school, they found many 

challenges that led to opportunities for collaboration.  Paula commented:  

Algebra I is a tough subject for students to learn, and therefore, for us to teach.  
So, we work together as much as we can with our lesson plans and we compare 
notes about how our kids are doing and how we can teach the content better 
(INT1:Q2:100-101).   
 
The other subject area teams in the math department worked together to some 

extent when necessary to complete common lesson plans; however, because of lack of 

time and focus, their interactions were typically hurried and disjointed.  Fran, who came 

to Norman High school mid-year and wished that she could work more collaboratively 

with colleagues, remarked:  

During our conference periods, we talk a little, me and Tammy [the other Algebra 
II teacher], and me and Rochelle [the other Geometry teacher], but unfortunately, 
it’s usually pretty frantic. Then, after school, one of us is usually trying to get 
something ready to go to the copy center.  But, we never really sit down and work 
together.  We’re just going in too many different directions (INT1:Q7:96-98). 
 
The English department’s group dynamics were similar to those of the math 

department, in that the freshmen teachers worked together more than the teachers in the 

upper houses.  Two of the freshman English teachers, Wanda and Ned, spent their 

common conference periods together each day.  Originally, this arrangement began due 

to Ned not being able to stay in his own classroom because another teacher taught there.  

However, it continued because the two of them became friends and enjoyed spending the 
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time together.  In addition to engaging in friendly, personal discussions, Wanda and Ned 

collaborated professionally.  Wanda commented: 

I think in our English 3rd period we work together well with planning and timing 
for the assignments.  We help each other write our lesson plans. But, overall, this 
year I don’t feel like there’s as much English department stuff working together 
as a whole (INT1:Q15:62-64). 
 
The teachers of the other grades did not work together as much.  This was due to 

three reasons: lack of time because they did not all have common conference periods and 

those who did became busy with maintaining their individual workloads; lack of 

proximity, as the teachers of each level were divided between the houses, and thus, were 

in opposite hallways; and lack of strong administrative accountability in terms of 

teaching from common lesson plans.  

In the Social Studies department, none of the teachers collaborated, not even the 

freshman teachers.  The division in Social Studies was due to the presence of many long-

time teachers combined with new teachers, many of whom were coaches and thus very 

busy with their responsibilities outside of the classroom.  Therefore, they did not make an 

effort to get to know one another or work together. 

Across the core departments, the common planning periods did not directly 

increase subject area teachers’ collaboration.  However, teamed teachers’ collaboration 

around common subjects appeared more influential in their daily work lives than for 

nonteamed teachers.  In reference to her feelings about working closely with the other 

freshman English teachers, Wanda noted, “It’s nice to know that they know exactly what 
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I’m going through” (INT1:Q15:72).  Her remark could be seen as her sense of connection 

that she developed within her content area based upon common experiences. 

Students 

Teachers had common experiences based on the students whom they taught.  As 

previously described, many of the students at Norman High School came from 

disadvantaged backgrounds, so they tended to not be particularly motivated in school.  

Therefore, teachers often shared insight about certain students’ lives, as well as strategies 

of how to reach them.  In reference to the schoolwide teacher community, Hillary 

remarked, “We all have a lot in common, we’re teaching the same group of kids and 

dealing with the same issues, so I think that brings us together in a lot of ways” 

(INT1:Q22:52-54). 

Because the freshman teachers were grouped together and shared students with 

other team members, they were able to identify with one another even further.  Paula 

noted, “As a freshman teacher it’s really different than for any other grade. And a lot of 

other grade level teachers don’t know what we do and what we go through. And other 

freshman teachers do” (INT1:Q8:47-49). 

These teachers’ comments about their common experiences with the students 

indicate that they felt a stronger connection with their colleagues because they could 

identify with one another.  I suggest that, given more time for collaboration and 

appropriate, targeted professional development, Norman High School teachers could 
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have found ways to work together more effectively and for a higher level of student 

engagement and achievement. 

Common goals 

Teachers at Norman High School did not have many common goals that they 

worked toward together.  Besides TAKS, which is described after the next section, the 

only common goal was regaining control of the hallways.  For most of the school year, 

teachers complained about the number of students in the hallways during classes, so in 

February, following a teacher’s suggestion, the principal started a hall duty rotation.  

Teachers who volunteered to give up their conference period to monitor the hallways 

were paid a stipend for each period they worked.  During each class periods two or three 

teachers worked; one teacher stayed in the cafeteria with students who were late to class, 

where they were required to copy glossaries from textbooks, while the other teacher(s) 

circulated in the hallways, asking students who were out of class to see their hall passes.  

This arrangement pleased many teachers because it provided some structure for students’ 

movement around the school.  Fran, who had taught in several other schools before 

coming to Norman, remarked, “We really came together as a teacher community to get 

control of the halls, and it’s been so much better since the monitors have been in place” 

(INT1:Q15:110-112). 
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Lack of common goals 

Although the teachers who I interviewed were not able to describe many common 

goals, they were able to talk about many ways in which they felt a lack of common goals.  

In a general sense, especially with the way in which the teachers were grouped into 

houses in the school, they did not feel a sense of purpose in being together.  As a 

nonteamed teacher, Louise commented,  

I think that’s what I’m missing this year is that I don’t identify with any specific 
group this year, whereas I did last year. I’m just sort of in the middle of all these 
random people, and they’re nice and everything, but there’s no reason for us to be 
together. Whereas last year, there was. We didn’t waste time in the hallways 
talking about the weather. I think I was more productive last year (INT1:Q8:57-
61). 

 
For the groups that did have some kind of common purpose, such as departments 

or subject area teams, there was no accountability to keep them truly working together 

because no common product was required.  Renee related:  

If we were forced to put out a product together, then we would be forced to know 
each other. But unless you say ‘it’s a personal goal of mine to go work with a 
math teacher’ and then do a particular project, then it’s never going to happen 
(INT2:Q3:149-152).   
 

Similarly, Louise said, “The accountability hasn’t taken off. It’s one thing to say, ‘I 

expect you to plan,’ but the accountability just isn’t there” (INT2:Q3:195-196). 

Within the special education department, there were a few inclusion teachers who 

went to classes within their content area to support the special education students who 

were mainstreamed into regular education classes.  The inclusion teachers on the faculty 

had been at Norman High School for several years, but many of the teachers with whom 
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they worked were new.  The new teachers struggled with classroom management, but did 

not draw upon the experience of the inclusion teacher for assistance.  Harriet commented:  

I think that it’s hard for me to work with teachers who have a less structured 
classroom, I’m frustrated a lot. I don’t feel like I can be as helpful as I could be.  
But, then I’ve been in classrooms that are structured, and I’ve been able to help a 
lot and really be a part of it.  But, with the less structured teachers, I don’t say 
anything, I just do my job and go on (INT1:Q7:92-95).   
 
Therefore, what could have been a great learning experience through a partnering, 

team teaching relationship became an uncertain and disjointed experience for each 

teacher.  Despite the general common goal of making sure all of the students in the class 

learned, the two teachers did not generate any of their own common goals or specific 

ways of working together for maximum effect.   

In terms of educational philosophies, and the specifics of teaching and evaluating 

students, each teacher at Norman was allowed to implement the system that they 

considered best.  The school had a long-standing policy of grade categories and 

corresponding percentages, but teachers could easily manipulate this system to match 

their own way of doing things.  The principal told the faculty that, although he 

recommended giving students grades of at least 50s for the first two 6 weeks grading 

periods so they would have a chance to pass the semester, the bottom line was that it was 

each teacher’s class.  During a freshmen team meeting when the conversation turned to 

the grading policy, David, one of the new Algebra 1 teachers, said that he thought the 

students should get at least a 70 in order to motivate them, because it only takes a grade 

that is a few points below that later in the school year in order for the student not to pass 
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(OBS:p2:46-49).  The other team teachers agreed with that philosophy, but it was never 

spoken of again, and most likely, it did not become part of their system of practice.   

The lack of consistency in grading philosophies was also present in the lack of 

consistency between how teachers approached their students and their teaching.  

Although some teachers appeared to do little preparation and had seemingly uninspiring 

lessons, other teachers spent a lot of time trying to design engaging activities to foster 

student learning.  Paula remarked: 

A lot of times I just feel really frustrated that there are some of us who have to 
work really hard, and maybe we won’t have to once we get it done, or maybe 
even now if we worked somewhere else, but there are some of us who put as 
much as we can into our teaching and others who don’t seem to put in much at all 
and they’re usually the ones who are esteemed while we’re reamed, something 
usually goes wrong with us. I think that shows in the classroom. It’s hard to 
always be positive, to have those personal relationships with the kids because I 
feel like I’m fighting, one it’s algebra and two it’s freshman, and then also I’m 
teaching differently than some of their other teachers (INT1:Q7:48-55). 

 
Some teachers had low expectations for what their students could learn and how 

they would perform on tests; one veteran teacher expressed this sentiment during a TAKS 

planning meeting (OBS:p22:113-114); other teachers held students to high expectations, 

assuming that they would rise to meet the goals set for them.  Some teachers enforced all 

school rules, such as no cell phones or IPODs during the school day; other teachers 

allowed exceptions to these policies in their classes.  Cindy noted, “My students tell me 

other teachers let them wear their headphones, which makes me the bad guy, and then it 

makes me resentful of those other teachers” (INT1:Q16:115-116).  These large variances 

between teaching styles reinforced the lack of a common mission and philosophy at the 

school. 
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Teachers’ perception of a lack of common goals could help to explain the absence 

of a strong, positive community orientation.  I suggest that if teachers were more 

empowered to unite around common goals, the community would be stronger and would 

result in more committed and passionate teachers who would be more likely to raise 

student achievement. 

TAKS 

The Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) was a frequently 

addressed topic and source of concern at Norman High School throughout the school 

year, but the urgency increased in the spring as the test approached.  Much of the 

discussion originated from the administration.  As a consequence, TAKS was something 

that not only became a common goal, but was also something about which teachers felt a 

lack of a common goal. 

Common goals.  Within each of the core departments, teachers worked together 

to varying degrees on TAKS preparations, including activities to use in their classes, for 

school-wide TAKS tutorials, and for TAKS camp with ESL students.  During these 

planning sessions, teachers shared common experiences, as well as created some 

additional common experiences for themselves because they all continued to be involved 

in carrying out their plans.   

Because the English TAKS test was earlier in the semester than the other subjects, 

English teachers worked together in February to organize a TAKS camp for English as a 

Second Language (ESL) students.  For this, they took the students to an elementary 
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school in the district with extra space and worked intensively with the students for three 

days.  As Ned described:  

The English teachers face the same challenges getting ready for TAKS.  We put 
on the TAKS camp for ESL students and we really worked together on that, in 
part because most of the details were left up to us.  Going away together for a few 
days was a real team-building experience (INT1:Q8:6-8).   
 
The other three core subjects were tested at the end of April.  For several weeks 

leading up to the test, the school held weekly school-wide tutorial sessions, wherein core 

teachers rotated through classrooms teaching lessons that targeted TAKS objectives.  

Science teachers organized their tutorials primarily during lunch, but much of the detailed 

planning was done individually outside of school.  Math teachers were not scheduled to 

proctor the English TAKS test in order for them to have time to work together to plan 

their lessons.  However, despite all of the teachers gathering together in a conference 

room for the day with the stated intent of working together toward a common goal, most 

of the planning was accomplished individually with little discussion (OBS:p18:33-35). 

Because Social Studies TAKS scores were not typically a concern, the inclusion 

of the subject into the final preparation efforts was not initially planned.  However, 

midway through the spring semester, Louise, the Social Studies department chair, became 

concerned about students’ scores on a benchmark exam.  In response, the administration 

organized a half-day session for the Social Studies teachers who taught a grade level that 

was tested to plan lessons to use in their classes, as well as for inclusion in the last few 

weeks of the school-wide tutorials.  The meeting time was short, and centered on 

discussions about what the topics should be.  Thereafter, the teachers were on their own 
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to develop their lessons.  Although they worked together toward the common goal of 

students performing well on the TAKS test, except for the English department, teachers 

did not feel ownership over the process.  Therefore, because most of the TAKS 

preparation initiatives were controlled by the administration, teachers felt more of a lack 

of common goals about the process. 

Lack of common goals.  Within the departmental planning efforts, some teachers 

did not feel as though their voices were heard in how the TAKS interventions should be 

conducted, so they expressed less commitment to the plans.  In reference to preparations 

for the state exam, Renee, who was one of the most veteran teachers in the science 

department, related: 

School-wide was annoying. I felt like I would have to change my personality to 
be heard. We had one meeting where we had the science and the math together, 
and it was all ‘what are we gonna do to be successful.’ We were supposed to 
come up with a game plan, we had a forty minute conversation and I was just fed 
BS. There was nothing substantial from that meeting. They gave us food and 
made it seem like a big deal. I got talked to by both department heads and both are 
brand new at their jobs and we said “this is what we learned from last year, this is 
what needs to remain constant.” And they just moved on (INT2:Q4:81-87). 

 
Within the social studies department, some of the veteran teachers were resistant 

to planning with the whole department because they felt as though they knew what they 

needed to do to prepare their students for the test, and that they were doing it.  Louise 

said, “I would have expected for the teachers in my department to work on activities 

together, but instead, I heard from a lot them things like ‘Don’t you worry about it, my 

kids will be ready for TAKS’” (INT2:Q4:144-147). 
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Special education teachers were resentful that they were not included in the focus 

on TAKS, yet their students were included in the school’s results, and were one of the 

reasons for the academically unacceptable rating the prior year.  Harriet remembered: 

In my department, they tell you how important SPED [Special Education] is, that 
they have to pass TAKS too, and that you have to cover all the TEKS with them, 
too, but yet we’ve just not felt like part of everything.  When we were 
unacceptable, SPED got blamed for it, but when it came time for making sure 
they had tutorials and making sure that they knew everything, they put the SPED 
kids in a room where we could show a movie (INT1:Q3:154-165). 

 
Apart from the departmental efforts, there was a general sentiment that the TAKS 

efforts were an imposed goal from the administration.  David commented:  

I don’t think there was a lot of room for teachers to decide what they did. It was 
pretty much laid out: okay, this is what we’ll do. And therefore any benefit that 
could come from the sharing of ideas was just nipped in the bud because the ideas 
were already given to us (INT2:Q4:20-23).   
 

Similarly, Louise, a veteran teacher with a reflective point of view, noted:  

Our TAKS strategy here sucks, there’s a strong group of really organized people 
who we could pull together with tons of great ideas, but no, we’re going to 
continue doing the really disorganized, ineffective TAKS plan we’ve been doing 
for years because that’s what we do here (INT1:Q17:126-129). 
 
Many teachers felt as though the attention to the TAKS test was inconsistent with 

their classroom teaching goals; for example, Sally said:  

A lot of people disagree with the emphasis on TAKS at this school, but there are 
arguments on both sides.  One thing that bothered me was that lesson plans aren’t 
going to be due after TAKS – that makes no sense (INT1:Q18:27-30). 
 

Sally’s viewpoint was shared by many teachers.  They expressed concern that the 

administration’s goal was for teachers to teach to the test and were not really encouraging 

progress toward consistent and effective instruction. 
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A big part of the administration’s TAKS initiative was school-wide tutorials on 

Wednesday mornings for the two months leading up to the April exam; for this, teachers 

from the tested subjects rotated through classrooms, teaching targeted lessons of TAKS 

objectives.  Students were divided alphabetically by grade level into groups of 25 and 

assigned to classrooms for the morning, with a non-core teacher responsible for them.  As 

this arrangement was organized by the academic dean, it had been in place for several 

years.   

The teachers were uncomfortable with the situation, and faced a long morning in 

whichever position they worked.  The rotating teachers faced different contexts and 

groups of kids in each classroom and had to attempt to quickly adapt their planned lesson, 

all within short intervals of 30 minutes.  The classroom teacher faced a long stretch of 

time with students they did not know; in addition, they were not familiar with the content 

the teachers had presented, so they could not help the students as much as was expected 

of them.  Each teacher did most of what they were told to do, but because none of them 

experienced attachment to the program, they did not extend their efforts beyond their 

essential responsibilities.  Paula commented:  

Teachers don’t work together very well during TAKS preparation.  Non-math and 
science people are forced to be in the rooms with the kids, but they’re reluctant to 
do the work with the kids.  They won’t do math because they’re not math people, 
and that trickles down to the kids’ attitudes (INT1:Q16:94-97). 
 
Within the freshman teams, the core teachers were instructed by the academic 

dean to pull a small group of students out of a non-core class once a week to tutor them 
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for TAKS.  Similar to the other administrative demands, teachers had mixed levels of 

motivation for the endeavor.  Hillary remembered:  

Teachers don’t work together during the TAKS pullouts for freshmen. Paula and I 
are always there, but those two guys are always late, which to me, is one of the 
rudest things you can do, and it frustrates us.  They don’t follow directions with 
the pullouts, they act like our kids (INT1:Q16:44-46). 
 
The pressures placed on teachers with respect to TAKS preparation greatly 

reduced their desire to be involved, much less to extend beyond their basic 

responsibilities. 

Commiserating Together 

Many teachers considered the teacher community as a support group more than 

anything else.  This was largely due to three reasons:  their negative perception of the 

administration; the forced collaboration; and the inherent stress of working at Norman 

High School. 

Administration.  As previously mentioned, when teachers referred to 

administration, they meant the principal and the academic dean.  Despite the schools-

within-schools structure, the two of them directed most school initiatives as they had 

done in previous years.  The teachers viewed them as the ones who set the climate of the 

school, because they controlled the structure, and were responsible for the lack of house 

meetings and opportunities for teachers to collaborate authentically. 

The principal and academic dean did not share leadership very well, even with 

department chairs; they gave them responsibilities and put them on the spot during 
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department chair meetings about how well they were meeting those responsibilities, but 

they did not give them any authority to carry things out.  Instead, the administration held 

all the power, making decisions and passing them on through directives.  Within this 

context, they did not ask departments or teachers what support they needed; instead, they 

told them what they were going to get, and there was little room for teacher discussion or 

disagreement.  Ned remarked, “It seems like thoughts aren’t asked for, and if they are, 

it’s a token thing where they already know what they want to do, but they let you say 

your part and then keep going” (INT1:Q17:8-10).  Similarly, Louise commented, “It 

doesn’t seem like they value our opinions. And there are some people here who have 

been doing this a very long time, maybe they should listen to them” (INT1:Q19:121-

122). 

Although many of the underlying beliefs of the principal and the academic dean 

were similar, their leadership styles were very different.  The principal, who was in his 

late fifties, had a paternal, and sometimes pastoral, attitude toward the faculty.  He was 

generally approachable and friendly, but teachers always understood by the way in which 

he greeted them or looked at them as to how favorable his view of them was at that 

moment.  Despite his typically good-natured attitude, he had moments of tension with 

teachers.  In recounting a meeting with the principal, Hillary remembered:  

[He talked] to me like I was an idiot because I forgot and wasn’t prepared with 
my data.  I wish they took what we do in class and say you’re doing all this stuff 
that’s really great and suggesting some tweaking, instead of being so aggressive 
about it and throwing everything out the window (INT1:Q16:47-50). 
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The academic dean, who was an athletic woman in her forties, was often gruff and 

unapproachable.  She rarely asked people to do things; instead, she told them what to do.  

During interactions with her, teachers often felt like she was talking down to them and 

not respecting their contributions.  Paula said, “No matter how good you’re doing with 

something else, [she] can always start with I know how much you care, but then you 

know she’s going to end up with ‘but…what’s wrong with you?’ And that doesn’t help 

me feel appreciated here, and I know I’m not the only teacher who feels that way” 

(INT1:Q16:75-79). 

For the most part, the principal and academic dean presented a united message; 

however, by the end of the year, the cracks in their relationship became apparent.  They 

did not always show support for each other’s way of doing things, but they did not try to 

change it either; for example, the principal did not appear satisfied with how the 

academic dean carried out the TAKS tutorials, but he did not involve himself in the 

details.   

Teachers felt a lack of understanding and a lack of respect from the 

administration.  Sally commented, “Mainly teachers don’t agree with administrators – 

there’s a big gap between us” (INT1:Q17:23-24).  Wanda noted:  

It would be nice if the administrators would spend more time seeing what the 
teacher’s life is like inside the classroom because I think they tend to get out of 
practice, and they don’t realize what teachers are asked to do (INT1:Q3:76-78).   
 

Sally said, “I think a lot of people are negative about the administration and don’t feel 

like they respect us and our work” (INT1:Q22:18-19).  In addition, teachers referred to 
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the pressure from the administration, and a lack of freedom and time to collaborate with 

other teachers.  Hillary described:  

I feel that our time here is so micro-managed that if you have the inclination to do 
something more project-based, or work with other teachers, you don’t really have 
that option, you don’t really have the flexibility to do that (INT2:Q3:49-52).   
 

Louise remarked, “It’s important to have somebody up there who thinks that teachers in 

the school ought to have input as to what goes on in the school. You’re not going to get 

buy-in and that is such a big deal” (INT2:Q6:353-355). 

Teachers received a strong message to keep expectations for the students high, but 

at the same time to not let them fail; however, they did not feel adequate support for 

finding the balance between the two sides (OBS:p22:43-44).  This strong negative 

perception of the administration caused many teachers to not want to return to Norman 

High School the following year.  Hillary commented, “I would say most teachers feel 

negatively about administration, so that brings us together more, but because of the 

tension with the administration, people want to leave” (INT1:Q16:48-50). 

Teachers’ negative perception of the administration was the primary reason that 

they commiserated together.  Their perspective could be seen as typical of teachers in an 

authoritarian, bureaucratic system.  However, I suggest that in order for the schools-

within-schools structure to effect change, teachers and administrators should work 

together, not against one another. 

Forced collaboration.  In addition to commiserating with one another about the 

demands of the administrators, teachers expressed frustration about being forced into 
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collaborative work.  Sally described the difference between forced collaboration and the 

development of natural community:  

There’s definitely the top level, I don’t want to say it’s forced, it’s almost like it’s 
planned for us, we can’t help but be part of that community.  But then there’s also 
the other, who you become close to through work.  I think it’s a very big part of 
the community and more important for authentic collaboration (INT1:Q6:12-15). 
   
She added, “We don’t need too much forced teacher community, I think it should 

happen naturally, you can pull ideas from who you want to, things like that.  It shouldn’t 

be forced because then it’s just fake” (INT1:Q3:27-29).  Many teachers shared Sally’s  

belief that authentic collaboration would come once teachers knew one another better, 

trusted one another more, and had a stronger sense of community, all of which they 

believed the administration could foster by offering opportunities for teachers to be 

together, but not forcing them.   

Teachers felt an expectation to participate in the established school structure 

during department meetings, common planning periods and team meetings; instead, they 

would have preferred to establish their own ways of working together, and felt as though 

they would have been more productive that way.  Ned remarked, “At department 

meetings, we could be talking about how to work together, but instead we go through the 

agenda and finish” (INT1:Q16:7-9).  Harriet noted:  

The special education department gets pushed into all these other things with 
agendas, but when we do sit down, we have meaningful conversations about how 
students learn best and how to reach the ones who are hard to reach. So we do that 
among ourselves, sometimes through e-mails (INT1:Q20:142-144).   
 

Fran commented, “I would really like meetings to be about the work we’re doing, about 

curriculum and how best to apply it in our field and less about the same old stuff” 
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(INT1:Q3:95-96).  I suggest that perhaps the administrators forced teacher collaboration 

because they did not trust that teachers would work together without it.  However, based 

upon teachers’ remarks about what they would have preferred to accomplish together, 

maybe with time and trust, they would have collaborated in a more authentic and 

productive way. 

School district/campus uniqueness.  Because the district and the school had 

experienced such tremendous growth, many of the systems and processes were not 

equipped to handle the new demands.  At the district level, because the human resources 

department struggled to maintain consistency with hiring, many employees did not 

receive their contracts until after the school year had started.  On the campus level, 

because scheduling was completed late, teachers did not know what classes they would 

be teaching until days before school started. 

A sense of constant change was pervasive, from the school structure and 

initiatives to the curriculum.  Instead of each year building on the one before, teachers 

expressed the sentiment that they were starting over from scratch.  During the summers, 

curriculum was regularly rewritten to reflect new district or school philosophies.  New 

assessments were implemented to measure how well teachers were presenting the 

rewritten material.  Each year, administrators presented new ideas and new requirements 

that changed much of how teachers completed their work.  As Renee, a talented and 

knowledgeable teacher who had been at Norman for four years, remarked:  

Curriculum at Norman has been through many inceptions in the four years that 
I’ve been here.  When Betty was department chair, she had been part of rewriting 
it three or four times. An incredible amount of money is spent each time.  



 
 

127

Whenever a new principal or director comes in, the old curriculum is promptly 
thrown out.  With all the changes, each year is like starting over.  It becomes 
tiring for teachers (INT1:Q19:72-76). 
 
It seemed as though the administration did not remember and try to prevent the 

problems from the year before; an example of this that was central to teachers’ work was 

the lack of resources, particularly copy paper and classroom supplies.  During the first 

week of school, there was no paper district-wide due to a late shipment.  Because new 

tracking equipment was not delivered in time, textbooks were not distributed until the 

fourth week of school.  Throughout the school year, the copier was broken as often as it 

was working.   

All of these structural issues made teachers’ work more difficult.  Paired with the 

discipline problems with the students, teachers considered Norman High School a 

stressful place to work.  However, they found solidarity with one another, because they 

were all experiencing the same issues, and had no ability to make significant changes.  

Ned commented: 

As far as the stress of stuff goes, just talking to the other freshmen English 
teachers really helped, and them saying that no, this is really stressful for 
everyone, as far as getting used to the whole new school and the restructuring of 
things (INT1:Q2:6-8). 
 
Teachers appeared to endure the problems, commiserate with one another about 

their feelings, and then either remain hopeful for a better experience the following year or 

begin looking for another job. 
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Paula remarked, “There’s just something about this place, things aren’t done the 

same way as other places.  In Norman, it seems like we’re constantly changing because 

we’re trying to get there” (INT1:Q2:126-128).  Fran noted:  

If things weren’t made unnecessarily more difficult, it would be better here.  It’s 
already difficult enough because of how behind the students are and what their 
needs are, but when there are constant demands and too many assessments that we 
don’t have control over, it becomes too much (INT1:Q22:19-23).   
 

Sally said, “I try not to let the negativity and stress affect me because I like working here, 

even though I know it’s not a great place to work.  But since it’s my first year teaching, I 

don’t really know any different” (INT1:Q16:20-21).  Hillary commented, “I think that 

everybody here is under so much strain, all the time, we have so much.  There are so 

many things we’re supposed to be doing with our time” (INT2:Q3:46-48). 

 Teachers’ sense of frustration with the uniqueness of the school and the district 

was the final reason that they commiserated together. 

Common experiences was the second theme which emerged to describe the 

teacher community.  By nature of being in the same profession and in the same 

workplace, teachers certainly experience similar events.  At Norman High School, they 

shared content areas, students, common goals, a lack of common goals, TAKS testing, 

and commiserating together about administrative demands, forced collaboration, and 

school district and campus uniqueness. However, teachers’ common experiences 

appeared to develop primarily from their frustrations within these areas and did not seem 

to result in positive perspectives on the school.   
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Isolation 

The third way in which teachers described the teacher community at Norman 

High School was isolating.  A combination of many factors led to teachers seeming to 

either voluntarily isolate themselves from others or experience isolation without wanting 

it.  The main reasons for isolation were: individualism; lack of time; lack of expectation 

or opportunity to work together; lack of communication; lack of trust; and perception.  

The strength of these feelings of isolation varied throughout the year; however, by the 

end of the year, they were stronger than at any other time. 

Individualism 

Historically, teaching has been an individualistic endeavor, especially at the high 

school level.  Because secondary teachers are trained primarily in their content and teach 

that subject to numerous students, they feel most responsible for teaching their subject, 

and not as much responsibility for the overall welfare of each student.  High school 

teachers have typically been grouped into departments according to the subject they 

teach; due to this organization, they often feel as though they have strong commonalities 

with those other teachers.  Indeed, when teachers at Norman High School were separated 

from the other teachers who taught the same subject because of the restructuring, the 

veteran teachers felt isolated from what was formerly their community.  Within these new 

groupings, teachers did not feel as though they had a defined role in the teacher 

community; Louise remarked: 
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I used to be a leader in previous situations, working with newer teachers, sitting 
down every day, but here I don’t have one. I just show up every day, and that 
sounds sad to say, but it’s true. There are teachers that I don’t know their names – 
how’s that possible? There are teachers I’ve never had a conversation with, and 
the school isn’t any bigger than the one I came from (INT1:Q13:105-109).  
 
From her perspective as a long time veteran at Norman High School, Harriet said, 

“Everyone is just so in their own world and isolated that they all go and do their own 

thing” (INT1:Q7:178). 

Many teachers preferred to work alone, some because they found it quicker and 

others because they enjoyed the challenge of developing their own classroom procedures.  

Some of the new teachers were enthusiastic about their ideas and wanted to experiment 

before adopting another teacher’s strategies.  Sally commented, “I really like figuring 

things out for myself.  I’m more of an independent person, so I don’t need to be meeting 

with people all the time” (INT1:Q3:24-25). 

Many veteran teachers who had their systems in place were resistant to working 

with other teachers, especially the many new teachers on the faculty; therefore, they 

tended to keep to themselves even more than in the past.  Sally observed this with other 

Social Studies teachers, and said, “I think that sometimes once teachers have been doing 

this for a long time, they get set in their ways and it’s harder for them to be open to new 

things” (INT1:Q16:22-23). 

 Some individualism among the teachers was a result of necessity.  For example, 

with the lack of school-wide philosophies, teachers had no choice but to develop their 

own ways of structuring their classroom policies.  For many of the electives teachers, 

they were the only teacher of their subject.  Thus, they had no subject peers to work with 
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or share classroom experiences, as they felt like teachers of other subjects would not 

understand.  Cindy noted:  

If there was another art teacher, I would tell all sorts of things. But, I don’t really 
talk to the math teacher about how much progress they’ve made. I feel like there’s 
no reason for them to want to tell me about progress made in math, or vice versa 
(INT1:Q20:108-110).   
 

Another reason for isolation that Paula reported was frustration: 

Sometimes you don’t want to talk to others because you’re so focused on your 
own thing and it feels like an obligation or burden because you don’t have it 
inside you then or you’re so mad at this place, and if you look at other people, you 
get even madder (INT1:Q12:58-61). 
 

Teachers’ tendency toward individualism could be viewed as typical of secondary 

schools; however, I believe that the situation at Norman High school engendered a higher 

level of privacy regarding teachers’ work. 

Lack of shared identity 

In addition to teachers’ gravitation toward individualism, some teachers expressed 

a lack of solidarity among the faculty.  Veteran teachers were the most observant of the 

sentiment, as evidenced by the following two comments.  Louise commented:  

I really haven’t felt much of a community this year, I don’t really have a lot in 
common with the teachers around me, and in my particular case, we don’t teach 
the same kids because I teach all the AP classes” (INT1:Q2:209-211).   
 
Wanda said, “I don’t feel like I have anything in common with the teachers 

around me since they don’t teach English (INT1:Q2:85-86).  Some new teachers also 

noticed the lack of shared identity.   
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Sally remarked: 

I don’t think it’s bad here, I just don’t feel “we’re all in this together” feeling with 
the teachers.  Probably in a school like this you would probably need this feeling, 
but some of the teachers here are not like you and they’re just looking for their 
next job and all you can do is focus on the negative so when you’re like that it’s 
going to be really hard to come together. I feel like if they got the right teachers at 
the school, they could make a huge difference. And if everyone really came 
together and decided “we’re just going to make a complete change” they could 
make a huge change in this place, but I don’t see that happening with the people 
who are here now (INT2:Q6:32-39). 
 

The lack of shared identity seemed to be somewhat pervasive throughout the school.  It 

could be seen as one of the most important reasons for the lack of strong professional 

community among teachers at Norman. 

Lack of time 

When the academic dean designed the master schedule, she carefully crafted it for 

the benefit of the freshmen teachers.  In addition to their interdisciplinary team periods, 

the teachers had common subject planning periods. Therefore, these 12 teachers had time 

built into the school day in which to meet and collaborate.  In contrast, very few of the 

other 61 teachers had any common class periods set aside, and as a result, they saw lack 

of time as the biggest constraint to collaborating with other teachers.   

However, the reality of the freshmen teachers’ common time was different from 

the upper class teachers’ perception.  During their team meetings, they were given 

various tasks to complete, so in actuality, they felt as pressed for time as the other 

teachers.  Therefore, teachers utilized the common subject planning periods to prepare 

activities for their classes, not to work together, except on occasion.  Overall, similar to 
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the upper class teachers, they found that their conversations were always too brief, and 

that, with the numerous demands of the school day, they did not have time to plan 

together and find ways to help one another get ahead.  Paula commented: 

I feel like most of my conversations with teachers are very short. I feel like I’m so 
pressed for time.  As for Algebra, I wish we met more often, but we all feel like 
we’re never prepared enough to give up that time for planning for the day.  If we 
gave up that time, I’m sure we could deal with it and be fine, but we’re all selfish 
and we all understand. So, it’s kind of good and bad (INT1:Q7:71-72; 78-80). 
 

Similarly, David remarked:  
 
We stopped doing the rotations because of time, we got under water. 
Communication takes time, and that’s what we’re trying to save. So, you have to 
get ahead just enough to plan the logistics of the rotations and then you’d be way 
ahead.  But instead things piled on, so we weren’t able to take time out to plan. 
Most of us, at least the 3 Algebra teachers, feel like we’re just hanging on each 
day (INT1:Q3:37-41). 
 
The non-teamed teachers expressed comparable feelings in their interviews.  Fran 

said, “You can never call parents enough, get enough grades in, plan far enough ahead” 

(INT1:Q12:77-78).  In reference to talking with other teachers about her teaching, she 

noted, “It’s not like I would like it to be.  It seems like there’s never time for that.  We’re 

just surviving each day” (INT1:Q20:101-102).  Whitney related, “It would be neat if we 

all got together and planned things and were a team. I think that the problem with that is 

that we never have the time to get together” (INT1:Q3:120-121).   

The lack of time during the school day is an often-cited reason for why teachers 

do not collaborate.  At Norman, despite the intent to provide dedicated time for freshman 

teachers to collaborate, daily demands and administrative pressures continued to be an 

obstacle to the accomplishment of that goal. 



 
 

134

Lack of expectation or opportunity to work together 

The lack of expectation or opportunity to work together was evident at many 

levels: whole school, within houses, and within and between departments.  The only 

occasions at which teachers saw the whole faculty were at the few professional 

development days throughout the year and during the rare faculty meetings.  Paula 

commented, “As far as the whole school goes, I only interact with them on the whole 

school training days” (INT1:Q7:68-69).  David noted, “There’s not really an opportunity 

to be a part of the larger teacher community, except for the occasional staff meetings in 

the library” (INT1:Q2:45-46). 

Therefore, teachers did not often see, much less know, other teachers who were 

not in their department, in their hallway, or who did not share their conference period.  

Because they did not see other teachers often, their opportunities for working together 

were further limited by not knowing one another well enough to talk about common 

activities.  Cindy remarked: 

I would love to have been able to collaborate with Rochelle, the math teacher, on 
her tessellation assignment because I’ve always wanted to do that, but there’s just 
no time for us to get together and do that.  And also, I did the protest and 
persuasion project right at the same time that Betty, the speech teacher, was doing 
some kind of protest speeches, persuasive speeches, which would have been great 
to be able to collaborate with her. But she’s all the way out in the portable, I never 
see her. There just wasn’t any other opportunity. That would have been really 
meaningful to the students, especially if we share common students, to be able to 
build on each others’ teaching (INT2:Q6:218-225). 
 
After the first few weeks of school, no formal house meetings were held, with the 

exception of the core freshmen teachers.  Because the administration did not address the 
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reason behind this decision, faculty members were left to wonder what had happened.  

Apart from curiosity, teachers did not mind not having another meeting, particularly one 

that was poorly organized and that involved teachers with no apparent commonality.  

Early in the school year, the core freshman teachers met one time as a whole group; 

however, the purpose was administrative:  to organize freshman orientation, most of 

which was already planned by the academic dean, based on the activities from the prior 

year.  Whitney said, “It seems like because of the structure, teachers are isolated from 

each other and don’t really get to work together” (INT2:Q5:78-79). 

Because the house meetings were cast aside, the only regularly scheduled time in 

which teachers met together was during their weekly department meeting.  However, as 

described earlier, there was not an opportunity or expectation to work together, only to be 

together receiving information.  Considering that the teachers within the same department 

did not work together according to their own needs or initiatives, neither administrators 

nor teachers considered encouraging or expecting interdepartmental collaboration.   

Within the subject area teams in the freshman house, teachers did not collaborate 

regularly.  Because the administration did not require specific collaborative activities, the 

extent to which the teachers did collaborate was based upon their personal initiative.  As 

previously mentioned, the Algebra I teachers attempted to work together as much as their 

busy schedules allowed and they always sought to do more with one another.  Regardless 

of their time together, the Algebra I teachers maintained the same basic pacing of the 

curriculum.  Two of the three English I teachers talked together daily due to one teacher’s 

shared room, and they talked with the third English teacher briefly every few days.  They 
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shared educational approaches with one another, but because of limited copies of books, 

they did not follow the same curriculum sequence.  The Biology teachers did not work 

together as a group, in part due to personality conflicts between the teachers, and in part 

due to the previously established close planning relationship between Hillary and Renee.  

These two veteran teachers handed off their lesson plans to the other three Biology 

teachers and they discussed them in a general context when necessary at lunch.  Despite 

the fact that their classrooms were located next to one another, the three World 

Geography teachers did not collaborate at all.  Two of the teachers had been teaching for 

many years and they were busy with coaching responsibilities; Sally, who was in her first 

year, was the third teacher in the subject area.  Sally commented:  

The three of us are never doing the same things in our classroom, we never 
collaborate.  But, it wasn’t really given as a strong expectation, especially since 
we’re not in a TAKS tested year.  We’re just kind of left to do our own thing 
(INT2:Q2:18-20). 
 
Much of teachers’ lack of collaboration seemed to result from the lack of 

expectation or opportunity.  However, another contributing factor could be that teachers 

were disenfranchised to the point that they did not attempt to engage with their 

coworkers. 

Lack of communication 

Throughout Norman High School, there was a distinct lack of communication.  

Because of the agenda-driven meetings, faculty members typically knew about upcoming 

dates and initiatives; however, they rarely understood the reasons behind the programs.  
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In addition, most e-mails from the administration about new programs or updates were 

directive and provided little background information.  This gap resulted in teachers being 

less likely to support the school initiatives, in large part due to a lack of understanding. 

Departments rarely knew what other departments were doing.  Because 

department chair meetings were prescribed by the administration, the department chairs 

did not have a forum in which they could discuss their own issues, and get ideas from one 

another.  This trickled down to a lack of communication between teachers in different 

departments, because they did not know what the other department was doing.  Harriet 

commented: 

If teachers don’t show mutual respect and have open lines of communication, it’s 
hard for them to work together. A prime example is when the other departments 
made the decision to redo benchmarks but didn’t invite the English dept chair to 
the meeting where the decision was made. It’s important to make sure that 
everyone feels included, that their opinions are valued and matter 
(INT1:Q16:158-162). 
 
Even among department members, there was a lack of communication.  Part of 

this was because of the limited time for them to authentically collaborate and 

communicate.  Louise remarked: 

I think there would be more effective communication if teachers were given an 
outlet for ideas, and if they actually got a chance to implement them. Otherwise, 
they’re going to do exactly what they’ve been doing, they go into their room, and 
they do their thing. And then, they’re going to start looking for a job in March 
(INT1:Q17:129-133). 
 
Sometimes it was more acute due to a clash in personalities, where one person did 

not want to work with another.  Other times, the lack of communication was a result of 

previously developed relationships between veteran teachers, and which did not readily 
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include new teachers.  For example, the two Biology teachers who planned together did 

not include the other teachers, in part because of their strong relationship and in part 

because of a personality difference.  In some departments, the communication remained 

superficial, focusing only on what chapter in the book each teacher was in, and apart 

from that, they kept to themselves. 

The lack of communication affected exchanges of information between individual 

teachers.  Louise, who taught U.S. History, noted, “Duke and I used to keep on the same 

pace in our class, but now we’re further apart than ever, mostly because we don’t have 

those regular conversations in the hallway since we’re in different wings of the school” 

(INT1:Q19:126-127).  For the teachers in the upper houses who shared common students, 

they often did not realize that another teacher was having issues similar to their own.  

Therefore, instead of helping one another along the way, the topic either came up by 

chance or by necessity once the problem had exploded.  Likewise, because teachers 

tended to keep their classroom issues private, others were not aware of who was having 

the same problems, so again, they were not able to help one another. Whitney, a resource 

math teacher, related, “Personally, until I voice my opinion about a student I’m working 

with, I don’t know that other people are having problems, too, but then you find out it’s 

not a personal issue, it’s something that needs to be addressed” (INT1:Q16:137-139).  

Ned noted:  

I don’t think people ask for help as much as they should.  I know I don’t.  
Sometimes either I feel overwhelmed or I don’t want to bother other people. Even 
if you know in retrospect people wouldn’t mind, at the time, you are nervous 
about asking them about what they’re doing (INT1:Q16:5-7). 
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Lack of communication was a significant reason for teacher isolation at Norman.  

Because this aspect was manifested at many different levels of the organization, it 

affected all teachers to some extent. 

Lack of trust 

Another underlying reason for teachers’ isolation was the pervasive lack of trust 

among the faculty members and between them and the administration.  Because of the 

turnover and the resulting influx of new teachers, as well as the lack of opportunities to 

get to know one another, teachers did not feel comfortable opening up and sharing details 

about their teaching.  Instead, they preferred more benign conversations, during which 

they would not be scared that others would think they were bragging if they described a 

good classroom story, or that they were bad teachers if they talked about problems they 

were having in the classroom.  Sally commented: 

I don’t know if teachers ever talk about teaching, cause they’re scared of…I don’t 
feel like it’s something that’s really talked about…Ned and I talk about it 
sometimes, but I wouldn’t share it with others. If I did a good job, I wouldn’t 
share it because I’d feel like I was bragging, and if I was doing a bad job, I 
wouldn’t share, because I’d feel…I just don’t think it’s something that comes up 
(INT1:Q20:17-21). 
 

Despite being a competent and confident teacher, Harriet remarked: 

You have to build trust again with those people in your hall, and new people at 
lunch. You have to get to know them and trust them, you can’t just say whatever 
you’d like to say because you don’t know how they’ll react.  I don’t want to share 
my ideas with someone I don’t know, so first you have to build that relationship 
(INT1:Q20:150-154). 
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Louise noted: 

In my experience this year, [my conversations about teaching have] mostly been 
outside of school.  I don’t feel like I’m in an environment where I can be excited 
about a lesson I taught without people thinking what the hell is wrong with her. 
So, that happens regularly, but I save them for outside of school, and usually 
share them with Brian and Krista because I know it’s safe to talk to them 
(INT1:Q20:163-166). 
 
I attribute teachers’ references to their lack of comfort in sharing personal 

reflections on their teaching as an indication of lack of trust.  Contributing factors 

included the high turnover rate, the lack of opportunity for teachers to see one another or 

work together, and the negative attitude held by many faculty members. 

Perception 

Some teachers felt as though other groups worked closer together, and as a result 

of their perception, they referenced feeling even more like part of an outside group that 

was not cohesive.  For example, the upper class teachers perceived the freshmen teachers 

as having all the time they needed to plan together, and most of the other subject area 

teachers viewed the science department as a close community.  These teachers’ 

discontentment with their situation seemed to increase their withdrawal and reduce their 

likelihood of reaching out to their peers, as though they sensed that something was not 

working within their group.   

As one of the two novice teachers in the Social Studies department, Sally felt as 

though the other departments worked closer together than her department or her subject 

area team.  She described:  



 
 

141

The science teachers are really good about community.  Also, the math and 
English departments do a lot together.  I think that maybe Social Studies is the 
least important thing here, in the eyes of the state and the administration here.  
Our department doesn’t really work together, and World Geography in particular 
doesn’t really do much together as far as lesson planning stuff (INT1:Q2:36-38).   
 
In reference to the differences between the houses, Harriet, a nonteamed teacher, 

commented, “I think everybody feels the same way that it was geared to the freshmen and 

everybody else feels left out” (INT1:Q3:141-142).  Similarly, Louise, a nonteamed 

teacher, said, “Maybe collaboration was accomplished at the 9th grade level, but not for 

us” (INT1:Q12:117).   

Based upon their perception of differences in collaboration, some teachers 

appeared to distance themselves further.  This reaction seemed to increase the level of 

isolation in Norman teachers’ work lives. 

Teachers’ isolation from one another emerged as the third theme to describe the 

teacher community at Norman High School.  Their isolation was the result of many 

factors:  individualism; lack of time; lack of expectation or opportunity to work together; 

lack of communication; lack of trust; and perception. 

In response to research question one, three themes emerged from the way in 

which teachers described the community at Norman High School: incidental 

relationships, common experiences, and isolation.  Their incidental relationships resulted 

from the nature of their interaction and participation; commonalities; and turnover.  They 

had common experiences regarding content; students; common goals; lack of common 

goals; TAKS; and commiserating together.  Finally, contributing to their isolation was 



 
 

142

individualism; lack of time; lack of expectation or opportunity to work together; lack of 

communication; lack of trust; and perception. 

Research Question Two:   

What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  What experiences 

of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? 

Knowing teachers’ goals and beliefs is important because, in great measure, it 

determines how they engage with other teachers.  Teachers’ goals and beliefs may not 

consciously be acted upon, but instead, subconsciously enacted through their interactions 

with colleagues and their approach to their work. 

The response to research question one was organized thematically, with a focus 

on providing a general overview of how teachers as a group described the teacher 

community.  In contrast, the description of teachers’ goals and beliefs is arranged by 

topic and within each topic, by teacher classification (for example, teamed vs. non-

teamed and new vs. veteran).  This is in order to facilitate the explanation of the second 

part of this research question, which connects teachers’ experiences with their goals and 

beliefs. 

As I sought answers about teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community, I 

found some insight through their responses to general interview questions.  However, in 

addition to this, I asked several targeted questions that focused specifically on their goals 

and beliefs.  This section begins with the answers to those questions, and then is 

completed with the understanding gained through the non-targeted questions. 
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How did teachers understand the term teacher community? 

The teamed teachers, both new and veteran, defined teacher community primarily 

as how teachers got along and how they worked together by sharing ideas and offering 

support to one another.  In addition, two teachers mentioned the influence of 

administrators in teacher community.  As part of her understanding of the term, Sally, a 

new teacher, said “the community that the administrators try to build” (INT1:Q1:10-11), 

but Wanda, a veteran teacher, was more specific in her inclusion of the administrators’ 

role: “how often [teachers] get to talk to each other and what is actually done during that 

time, and then it depends on how well that’s facilitated throughout the day, too, how 

effective the community is for each other” (INT1:Q1:29-30).   

In their responses, the nonteamed teachers indicated a more distanced 

understanding of the term teacher community, with less emotional connection to other 

teachers.  Three out of the six nonteamed teachers that I interviewed used the phrase 

“group of teachers” as the primary part of their definition.  Harriet, a long-time veteran 

teacher at Norman High School, said her understanding of teacher community was “a 

team, how people relate to one another and interact, maybe things they have in common 

that they can relate to” (INT1:Q1:66-67). 

The difference between teamed and nonteamed teachers’ understanding of the 

term teacher community seems to indicate that, despite the tasks placed upon them, the 

teamed teachers experienced a closer association within their team because of their 

common conference period.  In addition, it appears that teamed teachers’ inclusion of the 



 
 

144

administration in their definition of teacher community resulted from the administrative 

role in providing that time together. 

What type of community did teachers believe was important? 

Regardless of their status as teamed or nonteamed and new or veteran, teachers 

wanted to be part of a supportive community, in which they felt comfortable talking 

about various issues such as problems they were having in their classrooms without 

feeling as though they were going to be judged.  As a new teacher, Ned noted his desire 

for “an open community, where if you’re having problems, you’re not afraid to talk about 

it, and other people aren’t going to think or say that you’re a bad teacher, but instead 

share their own problems and what they’ve done” (INT1:Q3a:14-16).  A veteran teacher, 

Renee, added to this: “For a school to work, I think teachers should feel safe with one 

another, sharing their opinions” (INT1:Q3a:122).  Teachers’ belief in the importance of a 

supportive community could be seen as an indication that they were not experiencing the 

type of support that they wanted.   

In addition to sharing problems and opinions, teachers thought that an important 

aspect of teacher community was sharing lesson plans and ideas, as well as generally 

supporting one another in their work.  For all of this to happen, one new teacher pointed 

to the need for teachers to know one another better.  Sally commented, “If teachers don’t 

know each other, then it’s going to be harder for us to work together, whether it’s sharing 

lesson plans or just talking about school issues” (INT1:Q3:24-26).  Her remark seems to 
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indicate that teachers at Norman High School did not have enough opportunity for 

interaction that would have facilitated professional collaboration. 

Nonteamed teachers specifically said that time together as a department and 

within subject teams was important.  Louise, one of the veteran teachers, who was also a 

department chair, related:  

What’s most important for us right now is disciplinary collaboration, like within 
our discipline, because ultimately we have to help each other out in terms of 
scores, and we have a lot of new teachers.  But, there has to be a structure in place 
during the school day for that to occur (INT1:Q3:141-144).   
 

As one of the new teachers who wanted to develop relationships with other teachers, Fran 

said:  

I think it’s important to stay connected and to have opportunities to be together 
professionally that are meaningful to us, that are not contrived, but actual time to 
work and be together…it’s important for the people in the same departments to be 
together during work periods (INT1:Q3:98-102). 
 

Nonteamed teachers’ beliefs that time to work together as a department was important 

seems to be directly related to the absence of time that they faced. 

An interesting aspect emerged from this question about what type of community 

teachers believed to be important:  the importance of both professional and personal 

relationships in teacher community.  Several teachers referred to a distinction between 

the two types of relationships and the particular implications for subject area teams.  

David remarked: “I think there needs to be professional ties and personal ties for people 

teaching the same subject and those with complementary classes, [as well as for] people 

across grades.  I think that’s useful and necessary” (INT1:Q3a:30-32).  Cindy, a 

nonteamed teacher added to this: “Being able to discuss professionally, but also having 
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someone you can talk to on a personal level so people know what’s going on in your life 

and can help you out” (INT1:Q3a:108-109).   

In order to understand the teachers’ views of the distinction between the two types 

of relationships and how they are related in the development of teacher community, I 

asked a question in the follow-up interviews that specifically addressed this topic.  Most 

teachers commented on the influence of personal relationships on professional 

relationships.  Some teachers noted the way in which good personal relationships can 

boost professional interactions and foster a better professional work environment.  Ned 

remarked: 

If you get along with them on a friendly basis, you may not talk on a professional 
basis but it would drift toward that. I think you work better when you feel 
comfortable. That’s when you take chances, do things that may be really great. 
But if you’re with people you don’t really know you’re going to stick with tried 
and true. I think it helps if people get along (INT2:Q1:7-11). 
 

David commented: 
 
I think they tend to overlap. A personal relationship can work both ways in terms 
of the professional side of it. If you end up not liking the person it makes it more 
difficult than if you’re really clicking with him. That’s actually an element of a 
really successful professional relationship as well. There has to be that personal 
chemistry there.  So there’s no way to entirely separate (INT2:Q1:48-52). 
 
Other teachers considered the negative atmosphere prevalent at Norman High 

School and commented on how the nature of the professional community could be 

influenced either positively or negatively based upon the nature of personal relationships 

between teachers.  Sally articulated: 

I think the personal community affects the professional.  It could affect it 
positively or negatively, because if people have a really good environment where 
everyone is friends and everyone has a good time together and are friendly with 
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each other, then I think personal community will have a positive effect on the 
professional community. But, if there’s a lot trauma in the personal community, 
maybe not everyone gets along, people are not respectful toward each other, then 
that could really have a bad effect on your professional community. Because it’s 
going to seep over, it’s hard to draw that line completely (INT2:Q1:17-23). 
 
Some teachers noted the way in which they censored themselves more within a 

strictly professional relationship, whereas if they had a personal relationship with the 

other teacher, and had established trust, they would be more likely to speak openly and 

honestly.  Wanda commented, “I think you can definitely be less guarded with your 

friends at work as opposed to professional community” (INT2:Q1:87-88).  Cindy 

explained, “Personal community is someone that you feel more comfortable talking about 

personal things, whereas professional community you might want to censor yourself a 

little more, because certain things that you say can get you in trouble” (INT2:Q1:96-98).  

In addition to noting the aspect of self-censorship, Renee commented on the way in 

which within a larger, professional environment, teachers are less likely to take 

responsibility for things than they are in a small, personal community: 

I think you’re much more willing to work with a personal community than 
professional, much more willing to speak your mind and brainstorm with the 
personal community and probably feel much safer in giving your opinion in a 
smaller personal community. In a professional community it’s very easy to sieve 
out responsibility because it’s so big. And if something happens in the English 
department, it’s very easy to say ‘it’s not me’ and step away from it 
(INT2:Q1:135-140). 
 
Some of the nonteamed teachers considered the influence of personal 

relationships on professional work together in terms of helping each other, including 

knowing when to help and how to help.  Whitney remarked: 
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I think that when you like the people you work with and when you’re friends 
personally, you know where they’re coming from. If they’re in a bad mood, or if 
they’re in a good mood, you can keep each other thinking positively when things 
are poor at work.  I would say more of a broad example is that when I know that 
that one teacher isn’t acting like her normal self, when I know that the teacher has 
personal issues going on then I know to kind of step in and help out with the 
situation. The teachers that I don’t know very well, when they act peculiar, I don’t 
know why they’re acting peculiar (INT2:Q1:118-125). 
 
The influence of personal relationships on the professional community could be 

viewed as common sense logic; however, I suggest that, particularly in a challenging 

environment like the one at Norman, personal relationships must be fostered in order to 

retain teachers and establish an effective professional community. 

Ideally, how did teachers want to work with other teachers? 

Similar to their responses to the previous question, nonteamed teachers wanted 

structured time to work with the teachers in their content.  Through this time together, 

they wanted to be able to share ideas for lessons as well as to engage in planning together 

as a team.  To this end, Fran remarked: “I would like to work more closely in teams to 

help spare each other, because I think work gets duplicated, and also I think we don’t 

utilize the experience and expertise as well as we could” (INT1:Q3b:97-98).  Renee 

noted: “It needs to be goal-oriented.  I like planning within my content area, it’s really 

beneficial to bounce ideas off each other.  I wish we had a more formal time to do that” 

(INT1:Q3b:129-131).  Because she had worked within an interdisciplinary team of 

teachers before in a middle school, Louise provided a slightly different perspective on 
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teacher collaboration: “I think it’s really important to work with other teachers, talking 

about students and student issues” (INT1:Q3b:171-172). 

Although teamed teachers also mentioned the desire to share lesson plans within 

their common subject, they were primarily interested in collaborating on interdisciplinary 

projects.  Ned said: “I had high hopes at the beginning of the year that we would be able 

to do a lot more interdisciplinary stuff” (INT1:Q3b10-11). 

In addition to sharing lesson plans and working on interdisciplinary projects, two 

teachers, one teamed and one nonteamed but neither of whom were novice teachers, were 

interested in team teaching, particularly with a like-minded teacher who shared a similar 

educational philosophy. 

Teachers’ ideas about how they wanted to work with other teachers could indicate 

that they were hopeful that the new organization would change the traditional structure of 

the school and that they could have had opportunities to engage in innovative teaching 

initiatives. 

How did teachers believe teacher community starts? 

The responses to this question seemed to be strongly related to how teachers 

understood the term teacher community.  Because most of the teamed teachers 

understood teacher community as how teachers interacted and got along, they similarly 

believed that teacher community started and was sustained through informal interactions 

that occurred naturally.  Some of the teamed teachers recognized the significance of the 
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administration and school structure on teacher community; however, they viewed it as 

less influential and less important to their relationships with other teachers. 

Within the teamed teachers’ responses, a difference existed between new teachers 

and veteran teachers.  New teachers were more direct in their belief in the importance of 

informal interactions on developing teacher community.  Veteran teachers’ responses 

appeared more jaded, perhaps because of their experience during the previous 

challenging year at Norman.   

Illustrating their beliefs that teacher community was developed through informal 

interactions with one another, new teamed teachers commented: 

I think it starts during free time, in meetings, and off time.  You can’t force it, but 
you have to give it an opportunity for it to happen.  Eventually, you figure out 
who you can work with because of personalities (Ned; INT1:Q6:3-5); 
 
A lot of it will happen naturally, to who you become close to and who you trust.  
So the administration puts the teams and houses together.  There’s definitely the 
top level, I don’t want to say it’s forced, it’s almost like it’s planned for us, we 
can’t help but be part of that community.  But then there’s also the other, who you 
become close to through work, and I think that’s a bigger part of the community 
(Sally; INT1:Q6:11-15); and 
 
I think that the forum is the informal interaction in the hallway, or the going from 
room to room.  Us Algebra teachers try to get together regularly, but the really 
valuable part is when we stop by someone else’s room and share something we’re 
doing or asking a question.  It may not be the exact place that it begins, but that’s 
what sustains it.  The formal meetings are nice, but I think they need to be more 
flexible, like you don’t schedule meetings with your spouse, and it’s the same sort 
of relationship with these folks (David; INT1:Q6:19-24). 
 
Although veteran teachers’ responses also indicated the importance of the 

informal interactions for fostering teacher community, they were more verbose and 
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expressed a wider range of thoughts, due in part to their longer experience at Norman 

High School.  Their descriptions of how community starts included: 

I think on the small scale, things like having lunch together because the first day I 
came in, there was no question, everyone had lunch together.  Of course I was 
going to join them, so instantly you have some sort of community.  Things like 
Rapport helped, especially the ones where you go on Ropes courses. Where we go 
off as a group and see each other’s strengths; I learned a lot about people that I 
had maybe discounted before, like there’s one teacher this year that I’m not 
impressed by their teaching ability, but I know that they have so many other 
strengths that I don’t have, I think that helps build community a lot.  I just talk to 
people, that’s how I got to know Paula, and we just got along.  And, I think part of 
it is everyone being willing to open up and just say hi (Hillary; INT1:Q6:28-36); 
 
I think proximity makes a lot of teacher communities start, like it did for us the 
last few years in the English department.  It also helps to have someone who takes 
charge and plans activities for everyone – like our lunches and happy hours.  
Otherwise, teachers just get too busy to think about it (Wanda; INT1:Q6:40-44); 
and 
 
When you get the job.  If you’re working the same job or working with the same 
kids, it’s always about getting to know each other, and learning about each other.  
The relationship starts when you see [other teachers] interact with the students.  If 
you teach the same students, you hear about the teacher and their class, and you 
get an idea of their teaching style and their personality, where their focus is and 
what their goals are as a teacher. Also important is your interaction with them 
each day (Paula; INT1:Q6:48-52). 

 
On the other hand, nonteamed teachers, many of whom defined teacher 

community as a group of teachers that worked together, attributed the beginnings of 

teacher community to the influence of administrators, particularly the structure that the 

principal established for the school.  They said: 

[Teacher community begins] with the principal.  It’s how he envisions it because 
if he won’t allow it to be and support a framework, then it can’t really mean 
anything. Teachers can help and support each other, but it really needs to be 
official, and part of the professional capacity, not just we’re all in it together, 
informally, but it needs to be sanctioned and acknowledged, and recognized and 
given some credence (Fran; INT1:Q6:70-74); 
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They need to give us time to work together, to provide opportunities, maybe not 
necessarily require it, but make it inviting (Cindy; INT1:Q6:81-82); 
 
Probably with the principal. They start it.  I would also say that teacher 
community starts with morale, and that’s where the principal comes in as well, 
because teacher community can be where everyone is at each other’s throats and 
defensive, or it can be where everyone gets their morale pumped and everyone’s 
cheering on the other. So, the administration sets the tone, and if it’s a good 
administration, they run their school like they would run a good classroom with a 
safe environment, full of learning and enforcement (Whitney; INT1:Q6:86-91); 
 
Through example.  You have to be given the opportunity to come together and it 
needs to be modeled.  If they want a teacher community, then the principals 
would have to be in on our lunches, or they would have to… I don’t know really 
how it could get done because they can’t be everywhere at once. But, I would say 
it has to be led, because there has to be a leader or motivator (Renee; 
INT1:Q6:105-109); 
 
I think it starts with the administration, with establishing those communities that 
are important and not singling someone out and not excluding a group.  Also, 
consistency of letting teachers know what’s important, and not just telling them 
but showing them (Harriet; INT1:Q6:114-116); and 
 
I think it depends a lot on the structure that’s put in place by the administration, 
because without that, there’s no time during the work day and not many people 
want to stay after (Louise; INT1:Q6:121-123). 
 
The difference between teamed and nonteamed teachers’ views about how teacher 

community started could indicate the effect that the focus on the freshman teams had on 

each group.  Teamed teachers did not attribute teacher community to the influence of 

administrators, but instead to their informal interactions.  On the other hand, nonteamed 

teachers’ responses could be seen as their resignation to or resentment toward the 

structure that did not provide them with time to collaborate. 
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Other insights 

Some of the comments that teachers made regarding their goals and beliefs 

emerged during the course of the non-targeted interview questions.  Their remarks fell 

into the following general categories: school-wide teacher community; teacher 

community within content areas; the impact of teacher community on teacher retention; 

the impact of teacher community on teaching; the impact of teacher community on 

students; and the impact of teacher community on teachers’ personal happiness.  Similar 

to the previous section, teachers’ remarks were sometimes particular to their inclusion on 

a team and sometimes teachers’ thoughts were aligned regardless of their classification.  

The specific aspects to which the teachers in each category referred helped to shine 

further light on their goals and beliefs about teacher community.  

School-wide teacher community.  Regardless of teaming status, teachers 

expressed a belief in the importance of greater connections with other teachers in the 

school.  The following are some of teachers’ comments regarding their beliefs about the 

school-wide teacher community: 

If you work in a place with your friends, it’s more fun (Sally; INT1:Q13:24-25); 
 
I think for people who want to become a good teacher and really develop their 
craft, the teacher community is hugely important  (David, INT1:Q22:38-39); 
 
I like belonging, which is probably why I talk to everyone because I want them to 
feel included.  I love walking down the hall and knowing teachers I pass (Hillary; 
INT1:Q8:38-39); and 
 
I just think it would be beneficial if we had more time to get to know each other, 
like luncheons, parties, and get-togethers.  But we just don’t.  Every second has to 
be with the kids (Whitney; INT2:Q3:107-108). 
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As previously mentioned, teachers’ apparent desires for a stronger school wide teacher 

community could be seen as a response to the lack of opportunity they experienced to see 

one another or collaborate. 

Teacher community within content areas.  In terms of working together around 

the same content area, teamed teachers spoke more about its importance than did 

nonteamed teachers.  The new teachers viewed their subject teams as a means to more 

efficient and better teaching.  Ned summed it up by saying: “Really when you have a 

strong community, you have more than one brain working on the lessons and classroom 

management and all these other things” (INT2:Q5:29-30).  David commented:  “I know 

[teacher community] is important, and if I had really strong relationships with these 

teachers, things would be good, really good” (INT1:Q10:24-25).  Because of their 

perspective of how the school was structured in previous years, veteran teachers’ remarks 

about the importance of subject area collaboration were influenced by their 

dissatisfaction of not being near the other teachers in their content.  For example, Wanda 

remarked: “I can’t go ask the math teacher on ideas for how to teach a novel. And I don’t 

feel like I’m surrounded by people who can help me teach my subject area this year” 

(INT1:Q2:87-89).  Similarly, Harriet, a nonteamed teacher, said: “I think you have a 

closer connection with your own department as opposed to sticking different department 

people in there with you” (INT1:Q7:151-152).   

New teamed teachers’ positive views of teacher community within their content 

areas could be seen as their inexperience with school structures, or it could indicate that 
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they felt supported by the other common subject teachers.  By contrast, veteran teachers’ 

discontent with the new structure highlights their references to feeling disconnected from 

their former community that was built around their common content area. 

Impact of teacher community on retention.  Regardless of teaming status, 

teachers regarded the teacher community as an important component in retaining faculty.  

New teachers made some of the most striking comments, such as:  

If someone didn’t feel part of the community I can understand them wanting to 
leave.  Certainly teacher community plays a part in satisfaction.  If you felt like 
things were more manageable, like you were more of a unified team, that would 
keep people here (Ned; INT1:Q22:5-8); 
 
If you feel a part of something that you’re working towards, I think that would 
definitely cause you to want to come back (Sally; INT1:Q22:24-25). 
 
If I hated the people I worked with, I probably wouldn’t come back.  If I adored 
the people I worked with and we were perfectly aligned, I probably would come 
back (David; INT:Q22:35-37); 
 
I think teacher community has a big impact. If you don’t feel like the school is a 
good fit for you, then you’re probably going to want to go elsewhere (Cindy; 
INT1:Q22:107-108); and 
 
If the teacher doesn’t develop many relationships with the other teachers, or the 
students, or other staff, then there’s not really anything that makes this school any 
different than another (Whitney; INT1:Q22:119-120). 
 
These new teachers’ remarks about the impact of teacher community on retention 

could indicate their sense that they had not developed the strong relationships with their 

coworkers that they may have expected and that, because they did not feel obligated to 

stay long term at Norman, they could easily leave. 

Impact of teacher community on teaching.  Teachers saw a strong connection 

between the nature of the teacher community and its impact on their teaching.  Louise 
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said: “I think the teacher community has the ability to make teachers better teachers” 

(INT2:Q6:317-318).  Harriet’s comment expanded this idea:  

Associating with other teachers either improves your quality, or not.  I think that 
when teachers are stressed out, it affects the way they teach and the way they 
interact with kids. I think if teachers are in good moods, their classes usually go 
pretty smoothly. If teachers are not in good moods it affects the way they teach, 
and it affects the way that the kids receive it (INT1:Q7:99-101). 
 
For some teachers, the influence of the teacher community on their teaching was a 

positive relationship.  Ned remarked:  

[The teacher community] made my teaching better, made me more of a confident 
teacher.  Knowing people, feeling like I belong here, knowing that I have 
strategies that work that other teachers shared with me – same freshman class, 
same story, this worked.  So, then going into it, I think that it’s going to work 
(INT1:Q7:3-5).   
 
Similarly, Hillary commented: “I’m definitely a better teacher because of my 

partnership with Renee, and also from my work with Sheila and Paula” (INT1:Q7:30-31). 

However, for other teachers, the teacher community was a source of 

disappointment: 

A lot of times I just feel really frustrated that there are some of us who have to 
work really hard, and maybe we won’t have to once we get it done, or maybe 
even now if we worked somewhere else, but there are some of us who put as 
much as we can into our teaching and others who don’t seem to put in much at all 
and they’re usually the ones who are esteemed while we’re reamed, something 
usually goes wrong with us. So, I think that shows in the classroom. It’s hard to 
always be positive, to have those personal relationships with the kids because I 
feel like I’m fighting, one it’s algebra and two it’s freshman, and then also I’m 
teaching differently than some of their other teachers (Paula; INT1:Q7-48-55).   
 
It’s a lot easier to just close your door and do your own thing here, but I think 
that’s where a lot of people get lost and a lot of people get jaded because they feel 
kind of left out on their own, and that’s not a good place to be, especially for the 
younger teachers. They get thrown to the wolves and that’s it. It makes me sad for 
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them. I think it’s easier to get jaded because there’s no one there to stop that from 
happening (Louise; INT1:Q12:147-151). 
 
Teachers’ references to the connection between the teacher community and 

teaching indicate that the relationship was important, whether it was a positive one or an 

area of frustration.  The difference could be attributed to their individual experiences with 

teacher community at Norman High School. 

Impact of teacher community on students.   Teachers believed that the ways in 

which they worked together influenced the students’ experiences in school.  They 

referred to how the nature of the teacher community affected students in terms of 

behavioral expectations, academic expectations, teacher collaboration, and stress levels of 

teachers. 

Renee referred to the influence on behavioral expectations:  

I think if the teachers are more willing to get along and say ‘this is not acceptable 
in my room, it’s not acceptable in the hallways, it’s not acceptable in X teacher’s 
room,’ then they would have more consistency in expectations and discipline. The 
kids would do better. I think it’s all about consistency. So if we were to be 
consistent as a professional community then the kids would have less move-
around (INT1:Q7:89-93).  
 
The influence of the teacher community on students also appeared in academics.  

Ned commented on academic expectations: 

I think the teacher community helps a lot. If they know that we’re all in it 
together, it fosters a better atmosphere.  If everyone is working together and 
unified we could all decide on things, become a community. And it would 
become easier for the students because they know what to expect in every class. 
Knowing that they’re going to be held accountable is a big thing too. So, then the 
students would think “What I do counts, it’ll be reflected upon.  I wouldn’t slack 
in Mr. D’s class so I’m not going to slack off in Ms. R’s class because they’re a 
part of the same community.  They all know each other” (INT1:Q7:4-11). 
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In addition to academic expectations for the students, teachers pointed to the way 

in which collaboration on lesson plans influenced students.  Sally remarked:  

If you’re getting different ideas from teachers and you’re collaborating on a 
professional level, then that’s definitely good for kids.  Lesson plans and 
classroom activities are going to be much better designed and teachers are going 
to be teaching the same things, in the same order (INT1:17-18).   
 
The teacher community was also influential on the stress levels of teachers, which 

trickled down to students.  Whitney noted, “If the teachers are friends, then everyone 

would have a better time at work.  So, teachers would be happier and that would 

definitely influence the kids” (INT2:Q5:76-77).  Similarly, Wanda described, “I think 

teacher community is really important for teaching and for the students.  If the teachers 

are happy, then they’re less likely to feel stressed and the kids can sense that – also, 

they’re going to teach better” (INT2:Q5:60-61).  Cindy said, “I think that the way that 

other teachers see you and respect you carries over subliminally to the students” 

(INT2:Q1:108-109). 

Regardless of their status as a teamed or nonteamed teacher or new or veteran 

teacher, they noted the impact of teacher community on students.  However, the intended 

goal of the teaming was that the teacher collaboration would impact student achievement 

and their overall success in school.  It appears from teamed teachers’ comments that this 

was not a strong outcome of the new organization. 

Impact of teacher community on teachers’ personal happiness.  On a personal 

level, teachers valued their interactions with colleagues.  For many teachers, talking to 

other teachers during the day kept them going.  For example, Hillary remarked, “The 



 
 

159

science department talks at lunchtime.  That’s a very big part of teacher community for 

me.  If we didn’t do that, my day would be much longer” (INT1:Q2:64-66).  Whitney 

commented:  

Once you talk to teachers, you feel like you’ve gotten a little peer involvement 
and that you’ve gotten a little social life in the day when you’re being sucked dry 
by the immaturity of high school mentalities.  So, I think teachers are those 
friends in the lines that can remind you that it’s funny and that everything is just 
another day in life (INT1:Q7:73-76).   
 

Harriet cited the interactions as positive affirmation of their work:  

I think anytime you’re working, you want to know that you’re doing a good job, 
you want that feedback.  So, being around people that give you approval that 
you’re teaching the right thing is nice (INT1:Q8:139-141). 
 
I suggest that teachers’ personal satisfaction that they acquired through their 

interaction with the teacher community and how it trickles down to students is indicative 

of why teacher community is important for schools. 

In three areas, Norman High School teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher 

community varied depending upon inclusion on an interdisciplinary team at Norman 

High School.  This was true for how teachers understood the term teacher community.  

Teamed teachers understood the term as teachers working toward common goals, 

whereas nonteamed teachers’ understanding was more distanced and summed up by 

many as a group of teachers.  A similar difference emerged in terms of how teachers 

believed that teacher community starts.  Teamed teachers believed that it starts during 

informal interactions, whereas nonteamed teachers attributed much of the beginnings of 

teacher community to the influence of the administration.  Finally, teamed teachers 

seemed to give more importance than nonteamed teachers to building teacher community 
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within content areas, perhaps due to the administrative focus on the freshman house of 

which the teamed teachers were a part, as well as the shared common planning time the 

teachers had. 

Teachers’ goals and beliefs were not affected by their teaming status in the other 

areas included in this section:  the type of teacher community that teachers thought was 

important; how teachers wanted to work together; teachers’ perspectives on school-wide 

teacher community; and the impact of teacher community on retention, on teaching, on 

students, and on teachers’ personal happiness. 

Although each teacher had his or her individual experiences and beliefs, it seems 

that overall, teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community were influenced by 

whether or not they were assigned to an interdisciplinary team, as well as if they were a 

new or veteran teacher. 
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Research Question Three:   

What were teachers’ views of a change in teacher community since the school’s 

restructuring of its organization to one that followed a schools-within-schools 

model?  

This research question is answered in two parts:  the first part utilizes data from a 

field project conducted at Norman High School during the year prior to the dissertation 

study in order to explain how teachers described the teacher community before 

restructuring; drawing upon data collected in the dissertation study, the second part 

explores what teachers knew about the restructuring grant and how the six veteran 

teachers involved in the dissertation study described the change in teacher community.   

Prior to restructuring 

As described earlier in this chapter, prior to the school’s organizational 

restructuring, teachers at Norman High School were grouped according to department 

affiliation.  The school building had four main hallways and each hallway housed one of 

the core departments.  Electives teachers’ classrooms were in various locations.  Some, 

such as art, computers, and languages other than English, were in the school’s main 

hallways; others, such as agriculture, auto mechanics, band, choir, and dance, were 

housed in separate structures outside of the main hallways.  This organization had been in 

place for a number of years. 
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During the spring of 2007, the semester prior to restructuring, I conducted a field 

project at Norman High School to understand how teachers described the teacher 

community at the school.  I interviewed a total of 10 teachers for the project, once 

midway through the semester and once at the end of the semester.  The questions asked at 

the second interview differed from those asked at the first one; each interview lasted 

between 15 and 30 minutes.  For this study, I chose two teachers from each of the core 

subjects and two electives teachers to provide data.  Within each area, I interviewed one 

veteran teacher (who had been at Norman High School for more than 3 years) and one 

teacher who was in his/her first or second year at the school.  When I was deciding upon 

whom to ask to participate, I chose teachers who I had observed to be reflective about 

their teaching and the school, as well as with whom I would have enough established 

rapport and trust that they would speak to me openly about their experiences and beliefs. 

How did teachers describe the teacher community before the organizational 

restructuring? 

Prior to restructuring, the nature of the teacher community at Norman High 

School differed for core subject teachers and electives teachers; for core teachers, it was 

dominated by intradepartmental relationships.  Because teachers were grouped according 

to the subject they taught, most of their associations with one another were due to their 

shared content and their proximity with fellow department members.  Therefore, 

teachers’ formal and informal interactions were more intertwined than after restructuring.  

On the other hand, electives teachers felt generally disconnected from their department; 
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they were not grouped together and most of them were the only teacher of their subject, 

so they did not participate in content-generated conversations with one another.   Without 

a strong departmental connection, electives (such as languages other than English, 

computers, dance, theatre, art, etc.) teachers’ experiences with teacher community were 

dependent upon the school-wide teacher community; their perspectives are discussed 

further in the section about limitations to teacher community. 

Significant intradepartmental relationships. In terms of how they interacted with 

one another, core teachers seldom mentioned the weekly department meetings.  Instead, 

they talked about the numerous ways in which they related to one another informally 

throughout the school days, including before school times, between classes, and after 

school time segments.  In addition to these times, teachers within individual departments 

ate lunch together because lunch periods largely were determined by the school’s main 

hallways.  Due to their close proximity with one another and their shared content focus, 

core teachers spent a considerable amount of time with other teachers in their department 

and, through their interactions, most developed close relationships with one another.  As 

one veteran teacher in the field project described:  

In the social studies department, we see each other a lot.  In the mornings, we all 
meet in Adam’s room and talk for about 15 or 20 minutes, just about the day, and 
about issues outside of school.  Many of us eat lunch together, and we also talk 
between classes.  When we need to get something done for the department or 
school, we talk about that.  We also talk about politics, sports, and other personal 
things (FP:Q1:125-129). 
 
He went on to say, “I don’t really talk to people outside my department, but I’m 

pretty close to the department” (FP:Q1:131-132).  Similarly, Wanda remarked, “I think of 
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a lot of the other teachers in the English department as good friends.  I talk to them 

throughout the day, as well as on the phone sometimes outside of school” (FP:Q2:5-6).  

Louise, then in her first year at Norman, added, “I mostly talk to teachers in my 

department and I consider myself friends with most of them.  We talk about school-

related things, but also about things outside of school, so that’s helpful and nice” 

(FP:Q2:38-40).  Hillary commented, “I love the science department.  We all eat lunch 

together every day.  Also, I work closely with my mentor who teaches the same subject, 

as well as the inclusion teacher who shares my room” (FP:Q1:54-55).  Paula said, “The 

only people I see regularly are math teachers.  I don’t get to see other teachers very often, 

since we’re so busy with our own stuff” (FP:Q1:93-94). 

Teachers in each of the four core subjects appeared to have similar feelings of 

connection with teachers in their department.  This could be seen as resulting simply 

from their proximity to one another; however, another reason may be the shared goals 

that they developed based on their common content, as well as the continuity from year to 

year both in relationships with one another and in knowledge about the department. Prior 

to restructuring, the turnover rate among teachers was not as high as afterwards (30% 

prior compared to 43% after); therefore, although some teachers resigned their positions 

at the end of the year, enough teachers remained to continue the department’s communal 

memory. 

Limited interdepartmental interactions.  For the core teachers, most of their 

interactions occurred with other teachers in their content areas; by contrast, they did not 

interact as much with teachers outside of their department.  However, a few teachers 
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associated with other teachers on the basis of their shared preferences or the needs of 

their students.  For example, Louise commented, “During my planning period, I talk with 

other teachers in the teachers’ lounge.  In addition to my social studies mentor, there are a 

couple of new teachers in there and they ask me for ideas about classroom management” 

(FP:Q1:107-108).  Hillary related: 

I talk to the ESL teacher a lot because I have the majority of the ESL kids that are 
in Biology.  We talk about specific kids and she gives me ideas on how to work 
with them.  I talk to her all the time, during my planning period, in the halls, and 
by e-mail (FP:Q1:68-70). 
 
In many cases, core teachers’ limited interactions with others outside of their 

department resulted from a lack of opportunity and time during the school day.  However, 

another perspective could be that the strong relationships core teachers experienced with 

their fellow department members was sufficient for any intrinsic desire they may have 

had for connection with colleagues.   

Frustrations and limitations to teacher community.  Prior to restructuring, core 

teachers reported experiencing significant intradepartmental relationships and limited 

interdepartmental connections.  However, their description of the teacher community was 

not that simple, nor did it include the perspectives of electives teachers.  Overall, teachers 

at Norman High School encountered several limitations to teacher community.  One that 

was specific to content areas was a lack of professional collaboration.  The other 

limitations affected community within departments to some extent, but, more 

importantly, they influenced the nature of the school-wide teacher community.  These 
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limitations included frustrations with the administration’s bureaucratic systems; lack of 

time; lack of shared beliefs; and high teacher turnover. 

With regard to professional collaboration within content areas, Louise, a new 

Social Studies teacher, recounted: 

I can't think of a time when I worked with another staff member on something.  
So far, my experience at MHS has not afforded me many opportunities to work 
with my co-workers.  I have had curriculum writing experiences with co-workers, 
but even then, we were working on our individual courses (FP:Q5:26-29). 
 
Thus, despite her, and other teachers’, references to experiencing close 

relationships with the teachers in their department, Louise had not collaborated 

professionally with them.  In my experience at Norman, and from what I heard from 

other teachers during interviews, this situation was true for all departments.  Some 

possible reasons for the lack of professional collaboration include: 1) a lack of 

opportunity (dedicated time) during the day and no administrative expectation to work 

together in that capacity; and 2) that it was more comfortable for teachers to interact 

solely in informal and social ways. 

Teachers at Norman High School described strong limitations to a school-wide 

teacher community.  This was true for both core and electives teachers; however, because 

electives teachers did not have strong ties within their department (as briefly described in 

an earlier section), the limitations to school-wide teacher community affected them more 

than core teachers.  One veteran English teacher described:  

As far as the professional community in the school, collectively with the entire 
faculty, the words I would use to describe it would be fractured and fractious right 
now.  I don’t think we work cohesively, and I don’t know if that’s due to the 
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geography of our school, with everyone spread out or just how harried and 
stressed everybody is (FP:Q1:189-193). 
 

Paula, at the time a new math teacher, expressed a lack of opportunities to work with 

teachers in other content areas.  She said: 

They [education experts, professional developers, etc.] talk about how you can do 
cross-curricular work.  I was talking to Louise and she was talking about all this 
geography stuff, and I was thinking how I could tie it into math.  But that doesn’t 
happen here, in large part because so many of us are new [to the school].  And we 
don’t have time.  Time is such an issue here.  We only have one planning period 
(FP:Q3:24-28). 
 

Norman’s only art teacher, who was in her second year at the school, commented: 

I actually feel pretty isolated a lot.  A lot of times, I feel like I don’t know what’s 
going on, so I feel a little more connected when I do get together with other 
teachers.  I think if I didn’t make an effort to go out or talk with other teachers, I 
would feel completely disconnected (FP:Q1:172-175). 
 

She went on to say: 
 
I think department meetings are important, so that people can feel connected.  I 
was saying that I don’t feel like I know what’s going on a lot, and part of that is 
because we don’t have department meetings a lot since all the fine arts teachers 
have different schedules.  And, I also feel like the department meetings are weird 
because it’s almost like telephone where you’re still not getting all the 
information.  I think it’s good sometimes to go to all faculty meetings because 
then I feel like I’m getting the whole message (FP:Q3:79-86). 
 
During the school year, administrators held no more than a handful of all-faculty 

meetings; instead, they distributed their messages through department chairs.  Therefore, 

the four or five faculty meetings that did occur were the only occasions for teachers to see 

others who were located far from them or who had different planning periods.  The 

relative lack of contact could be an explanation for the lack of school-wide teacher 

community; however, other contributing factors included frustrations with the school 
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administration’s bureaucratic systems; lack of time; lack of shared beliefs; and high 

teacher turnover.   To some extent, each of these aspects also affected the nature of the 

community within each department. 

Many teachers expressed frustration with the prevailing bureaucratic system at 

Norman High School.  Paula, an algebra teacher, remarked, “In department meetings, we 

hear whatever was said in the department heads’ meeting [with the administrators], the 

things that are just general for the school.  I don’t usually say much because we’re just 

told things.  There’s no real discussion” (FP:Q1:100-103).  Her comment seems to 

suggest that in their department meetings, teachers were inhibited from engaging in 

professional discussion because the meetings were structured as conduits of information 

from the administration through the department chairs to the teachers. 

Regarding decisions that were made for the school, Wanda commented: 

I don’t feel that I, or any other teachers, have much say in the decisions that the 
administrators make.  I don’t feel that my voice can change policy that has been 
decided upon by higher-ups.  It seems like the other teachers in the department 
feel the same way, but I can only truly speak for myself (FP:Q7:7-10). 
 

Wanda’s last sentence indicates that perhaps the teachers talked among themselves about 

their seeming lack of power.  Overall, teachers’ apparent frustrations with the 

administrative bureaucracy at Norman High School could be interpreted as a limitation to 

the development of a culture of support and trust, as well as to teachers collaborating 

professionally. 

Teachers expressed concerns about the lack of time during the school day for 

collaboration.  For example, Louise remarked, “Most of our conversations about 
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curriculum and teaching are short.  We are so busy with everything else that there has not 

been enough time during the day to discuss these issues” (FP:Q9:19-21).  Paula conveyed 

her sentiment of a lack of time even for general conversation, “A lot of times when I talk 

to other teachers, especially in the halls, it’s really brief because there’s always so much 

to do” (FP:Q1:102-103).  She used the term brief primarily to indicate the shortness of 

time of each interaction; however, because teachers at Norman did not have other 

contexts in which they discussed their work in significant ways with their colleagues, 

their brief interactions were also typically superficial in nature.  

A lack of shared beliefs apparently led some teachers purposefully to isolate 

themselves from others.  The art teacher noted: 

I don’t eat lunch with anyone, I choose to stay in my room.  I don’t usually go to 
the teachers’ lounge.  I don’t really like a lot of the other teachers – I don’t want 
to hear what they’re talking about.  I have so much noise all day, I need that 20 
minutes of breathing time, where I just want it to be totally silent.  I don’t want to 
associate with people that I don’t share their views. I’d rather just relax and not be 
forced to get along with people because all day you’re trying to get along with 
your students and co-workers (FP:Q1:156-162). 
 

Paula remarked, “Occasionally, I find myself in conversations wanting to debate and 

argue my progressive ideas with traditional views” (FP:Q8:14-15).  Similarly, Louise 

said, “I definitely see an ‘old school’ versus ‘new school’ division at MHS” (FP:Q8:20).  

As one of the fundamental components of most definitions of community, shared beliefs 

can help connect people to one another and connect them to a  common mission.  Thus, 

these teachers’ comments about their perception of a lack of shared beliefs at Norman 

could be seen as a further limitation to the development of teacher community within the 

school.   
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Teacher turnover was a matter commonly believed by teachers to be a major 

obstacle to teacher community at Norman High School prior to the restructuring.  A long-

time veteran teacher in the science department commented, “It’s more difficult to work 

together with the high teacher turnover.  It doesn’t allow for good communication and 

getting to know each other because new teachers are gone before you know them” 

(FP:Q6:57-58).  Similarly, the veteran English teacher who participated in the field 

project said, “With so many teachers in their first three years of teaching, it’s hard to keep 

continuity in things” (FP:Q9:40).  The high teacher turnover made it difficult for the 

school to maintain continuity in many areas, including curriculum, school and department 

policies and procedures, and knowledge about students.  In addition, the teachers’ 

comments could indicate that the turnover impeded the level of trust and support that 

teachers felt with one another, as well as the development of a supportive environment.  

In some aspects, the limitations to teacher community present before restructuring 

were similar to the limitations after restructuring, as presented in the first research 

question.  Despite their experience of strong connections within their departments, 

teachers did not collaborate professionally within their content areas.  School-wide 

teacher community was inhibited by the administration’s bureaucratic structure of 

meetings; lack of time during the school day to talk or work together; lack of shared 

beliefs among faculty members; and the high teacher turnover.   
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Prior to restructuring, what type of teacher community did teachers believe was 

important? 

Four themes emerged to describe what teachers believed to be important aspects 

of teacher community.  Teachers spoke of the importance of trust; supporting new 

teachers; personal relationships with coworkers; and the community developing naturally. 

Many of the teachers spoke of trust as an essential element to teacher community.  

Hillary said, “A trusting community is really important.  For example, with the science 

department, I trust them all because if they say they’re going to do something, even if it 

takes them awhile, they do it” (FP:Q3:10-12).  Similarly, a veteran English teacher 

related: 

I think the community should be safe and supportive.  It should be a safe place for 
you to fall, should it be due to exhaustion, stress, uncertainty, or a need for ideas.  
You should be able to bounce ideas off your co-workers (FP:Q3:99-101). 
 
Louise included the importance of supporting new teachers: 
 
I think it’s really important for especially new teachers to feel supported and feel 
like they can discuss their weaknesses without scrutiny because as a new teacher, 
you’re going to have a lot of them.  So to have compassionate coworkers, 
especially for new teachers, is really important.  But, I think it’s the same even for 
older teachers, because as you go throughout your career you have different issues 
that you can empathize with each other about, so I think it’s important.  It’s the 
difference between a happy and an unhappy working relationship (FP:Q3:41-47). 
 
Other teachers believed that personal relationships were an important aspect of 

teacher community.  Paula said, “I think it’s good to have work friends, people you can 

talk with about things going on in your personal life, as well as work stuff.  A personal 
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relationship can make you feel more connected professionally” (FP:Q3:36-38).  A 

veteran Social Studies teacher remarked: 

I think you have to have some sort of personal relationships with your colleagues.  
I understand in some circumstances, you’re not going to get along with 
everybody, so it’s better to keep it just professional.  But I think in order for you 
to be successful, like the social studies department, the personal has to be really 
high. I think because we do have a good personal relationship, it makes it easier to 
have the professional side to work together as a team (FP:Q3:58-64). 
 
Some teachers commented on the importance of the teacher community 

developing naturally.  The art teacher expressed one example: 

I don’t like it when they try to force us into communities, things like the 
Christmas party that seem fake.  You’re expected to go and socialize with people, 
but it’s really uncomfortable because you can’t really let your guard down, you 
have to maintain professionalism (FP:Q3:74-78). 
 
The qualities of teacher community that teachers believed to be important could 

be understood in two ways.  One is that because teachers were currently experiencing that 

quality within their current environment, they thought of it as important to community.  A 

second possible explanation is that the quality was lacking from the teacher community 

and that teachers were wishing for it.  Based upon teachers’ overall descriptions of the 

context of the school, as well as my own experience there, I believe that the first reason 

was true for trust, personal relationships, and the community developing naturally.  

However, this condition was only applicable to the core teachers.  Within each 

department, teachers developed personal relationships with their colleagues and thought 

of many of them as friends; as a result, they seemed to trust those colleagues with whom 

they had close relationships.  Because of their shared content and proximity, the teacher 

community within each department occurred naturally.  By contrast, I suggest that these 



 
 

173

qualities were not descriptive of the school-wide teacher community.  However, many 

teachers expressed a desire for a heightened level of trust school-wide, more personal 

relationships outside of their department, and for the school-wide teacher community to 

be unforced.  The fourth quality of teacher community that teachers included as important 

was the support of new teachers.  I suggest that new teacher support was apparent to 

some extent within each department; however, based upon the teachers’ lack of 

professional collaboration, it appeared that new teachers were included in informal, social 

settings, but not supported professionally.  On the school-wide level, new teachers did not 

appear to be particularly differentiated from veteran teachers; much of this seemed to be a 

result of the high teacher turnover and the difficulty for teachers in knowing how long 

each person had taught at Norman. 

What were teachers’ expectations for change in the teacher community as a result of 

the restructuring? 

The new school structure impacted all teachers, not only teachers of freshmen 

who were placed into interdisciplinary teams.  As teachers described their expectations 

for change in the teacher community as a result of restructuring, two themes emerged:  

hopefulness for increased teacher community and apprehension about the new structure.  

Based upon their uncertainty about the change, teachers also expressed the importance 

they attributed to teacher community. 

All of the teachers whom I interviewed expressed expectations for change under 

the new school structure.  Many of them noted elevated hopes of a more collaborative 
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work environment, particularly with teachers of other subjects.  This sentiment held true 

for teachers who would be working on a freshman interdisciplinary team and for those 

who would not, as well as for teachers who felt a close relationship within their 

department and for those who did not.  Wanda, who had taught freshman English for two 

years at Norman High School, said, “It’s going to be really different.  I think it’s going to 

be good to be able to speak to so many other teachers who have the same kids” (FP:Q4:5-

6).  Similarly, Louise, a new Social Studies teacher, who, unlike Wanda, would not be a 

member of a freshman interdisciplinary team, but had experienced a close relationship 

with her departmental colleagues, articulated: 

I expect it to change a lot, at least for me personally. I think there will be more 
cross-curricular things going on so I’ll interact more with English teachers.  I 
think there’ll be more math and science collaboration. And, I’d like to see more 
vertical alignment.  I’ve already found some close friends here, but mostly in my 
department, so next year, I expect to make friends with some girls in this school.  
I’m excited because the few interactions that I’ve had with other departments 
have been positive, so hopefully it’ll feel like a closer community than 
departmentalized (FP:Q4:56-61). 
 

A veteran Social Studies teacher remarked: 

I think in a way it’ll be good, because from my understanding of how it’s going to 
be structured, we’ll have more of a variety of teachers with different backgrounds.  
Here, we’re all social studies.  Once you come together with those different 
teachers, there should be more interdisciplinary stuff.  It’ll make it a lot easier 
anyway.  It’s kind of hard right now because we’re all the same (FP:Q4:64-68). 
 

The art teacher commented, “I think it’s going to be strange because everyone will be 

mixed up.  I personally will probably like it a lot better because I’ll get a different mix of 

teachers in my hallway.” (FP:Q4:71-72). 
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Although many teachers expressed hopefulness that the new school structure 

would bring increased interactions and a stronger sense of teacher community, some 

teachers made references to their apprehension about the changes that the restructure 

would entail.  For example, Wanda said: 

It’s going to be uncomfortable at first just because I like being able to quickly ask 
another English teacher a question, but I don’t think I’ll be able to do that with 
Math and other subjects.  So, I’ll have to go all the way across campus to do that 
so that’s going to be uncomfortable.  Because right now, we share things with 
each other easily.  And also, there’s jargon that we know and share.  But, I think 
there are good things too, and I think it’ll be easier for the kids.  The way it is 
right now is easier for the teachers, and next year it’ll be easier for the students 
(FP:Q4:10-15). 
 

Paula said: 
 
At least with the freshman, we’re going to be forced to do interdisciplinary work.  
And I hope it actually works out, that we’re held accountable to it, but not in a 
bad way.  I hope there’s not too much pressure, because if there is, we can’t be 
very creative.  I think the small learning communities [freshman teams] are going 
to be a big deal.  I don’t know how it’s going to work for the older students, 
though (FP:Q4:44-49). 
 

The art teacher, who was a friend of many of the English teachers, said, “I think C hall 

[English] will probably be upset about being broken up around the school.  They have 

such a close community already that I think they’ll really miss that” (FP:Q4:77-78).  A 

veteran English teacher, who taught seniors, said: 

I don’t have high hopes.  I think there’s going to be a tremendous amount of 
resistance because change does that and educators are the most resistant to 
change.  Unless we get clear directives, clear communication and expressly set 
expectations, which so far our administration has not been good on, they’ve been 
fuzzy at best on those three, it’s not going to work. Behavior, academics, duties 
and responsibilities on both sides of the desk are important.  I see chaos and I 
think it’s going to be very hard for new people because none of us will know what 
to expect or what to do.  Because our administration hasn’t known what to do for 
the last 3 years, so what’s going to change that within the next year?  I’m 
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skeptical.  I’ll be delighted if it works.  But, we haven’t had a very good track 
record with implementing change so that’s why I’m cautiously optimistic about 
what’s going to happen.  I think it’s going to be a colossal paradigm shift for a lot 
of people.  It’s going to run out the old guard and overwhelm the newbies, and 
then people like me who will be stuck in the middle not understanding.  So, for 
the people in the middle, it’s going to be challenging (FP:Q4:80-93). 
 
Although all teachers identified the importance of teacher community, core 

teachers who experienced strong relationships within their department realized the 

potential impact of the change of their departmental community.  Science teachers 

believed that the structure would not change their interactions because their classrooms 

could not be moved.  In reference to this, Hillary underscored the importance of teacher 

community: 

The restructure won’t affect us at all.  But, if I stay, it’ll be because I like the other 
teachers, it won’t be for any other reason.  I wish this school would focus more on 
that kind of relationship because right now they don’t seem to.  I don’t think they 
focus on things like keeping us happy, which I think is important.  It doesn’t seem 
to be an issue for them, and it should be (FP:Q4:36-40). 
 

The veteran English teacher also indicated the integral nature of teacher community: 

I think the teacher community is the most undervalued and underestimated force 
for change and force for stimulus in a school.  I think why it’s undervalued is 
because everyone is so stressed, worried, and exhausted (physically, spiritually, 
intellectually) that we forget it’s there.  It isn’t going to happen unless teachers 
show up.  I think TC is tremendously important, and just like other people 
resources, we forget what we can do collectively.  So, I think we undervalue our 
critical mass, but then again I’m not putting up a sign-up sheet in the lounge to get 
it together because I’m too tired (FP:Q4:97-102). 
 
Despite the edict for change, teachers reacted in individual ways to the idea of the 

new structure.  Within their mix of hopes and apprehension, teachers, particularly in the 

core areas, appeared to appreciate the teacher community with which they were involved.  
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These sentiments seem to be natural reactions to an impending school-wide structural 

change.   

This field project enabled me to obtain a sense of the status of the teacher 

community at Norman High School prior to restructuring, as well as teachers’ beliefs 

about the type of teacher community that was important and their expectations of likely 

changes.  The majority of core teachers’ interactions were within their departments; 

moreover, a number of teachers had limited relationships with teachers in other 

departments.  Electives teachers appeared to be disconnected from one another and the 

teacher community as a whole.  Overall, teachers expressed limitations to their ability to 

collaborate authentically within their content areas, as well as a limitation to school-wide 

teacher community, much of which resulted from administrative bureaucracy, lack of 

time, lack of shared beliefs, and teacher turnover.  With regard to the type of teacher 

community they believed was important, teachers cited a trusting environment, support 

for new teachers, personal relationships, and the natural development of teacher 

community.  Finally, this section included teachers’ expectations for change with the 

restructuring.  Although most teachers had high hopes for a more collaborative teacher 

community, many expressed some level of apprehension about the imminent change.  

Based on this perspective, most teachers noted the importance of teacher community. 

Following restructuring 

Norman High School restructured specifically in response to a grant, for which 

the school became eligible based upon the rating by the Texas Education Agency (TEA) 
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as academically unacceptable.  As a result of their rating, Norman High School applied 

for the school improvement grant, which was offered by TEA to assist schools rated 

academically unacceptable improve their students’ test scores.  In conjunction with the 

high school principal, the grant application process was completed by a woman who 

worked as the advanced academics coordinator for the district; prior to holding this 

position, she was an English teacher at the high school.  Because school community 

support for the grant was part of the application process, she held a committee meeting 

with teachers in the fall of 2006 in order to obtain their input.   

What did teachers know about the grant?  How did they learn about it? 

Despite the committee meeting, the majority of teachers did not know very much 

about the grant during the year of the application or after the school was awarded the 

grant. During my interviews with the teachers who participated in the study, I asked them 

what they knew about the grant, and how they had learned about it.   

From the responses regarding what they knew about the grant, a division emerged 

between the viewpoint of the new and veteran teachers, as well as between the teamed 

and nonteamed teachers.  New teachers knew the least amount; their responses ranged 

from “Nothing” (Fran; INT1:Q21:77) and “Hardly anything.  I just know it added a lot of 

extra paperwork for everyone because I hear the teachers complain about it” (Sally; 

INT1:Q21:16-17) to vague guesses such as “Was that when everyone got $1,000 or 

something?  That’s all I know” (Cindy; INT1:Q21:81) and  
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I know they gave us some money to hire some teachers and to do that stuff that 
we had to explain.  I know they want to see results, but I’ve never been sure as to 
how much they want out of it and what sort of things they’re looking for (Ned; 
INT1:Q21:4-6). 
 

Whitney understood that: 

If we have the technological resources then our scores will increase and our 
productivity will increase, so the people who gave us money asked us to do 
assessments every 3 weeks to make sure that we’re achieving those goals and not 
just taking the money and running (INT1:21:87-89). 
 
Veteran teachers were also uncertain about the details of the grant; however, their 

perception about it was more negative.  Renee said: 

Not much – it was with the Allendale people, those people. I personally think it’s 
the same stuff, just with a different name on it. And they’re a good salesman.  
(Sighs)  I know they gave us money, but I feel like the school ended up paying 
them money.  I just feel very cynical about it all, I don’t know if that’s true or not, 
but I feel like it has cost us money.  And I’m in no way impressed by their 
abilities (INT1:Q21:96-100). 
 

Louise said: 

I don’t like it. All that I’ve seen out of it has been negative. [The consultants 
were] a waste of money.  Let’s pay someone $300,000 that many of the teachers 
here could have said for free. Nobody wants somebody from the outside to come 
in and tell us how to fix it.  How about asking us how to fix it – we’re the ones 
who are here every day. The whole thing was a waste” (INT1:Q21:113-118). 
 
Teamed teachers believed that the grant paid for their interdisciplinary teaming 

period.  David said, “I think we got money so we could have smaller classes and teaming 

periods, and something I’ve been told is that it’s in jeopardy if we don’t do certain 

administrative things” (INT1:Q21:21-22).  Similarly, Wanda said: 

I know that it had a lot to do with what gave us the ability to have the extra 
conference period for teaming.  I know it paid for RISE [a summer school 
program for 40 eighth graders who were behind in credits and who were known to 
be some of the toughest students to teach].  I’m not sure what else it paid for, but I 
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think that most of it was freshman stuff, like ZAP [aka Zeros Aren’t Permitted, a 
mandatory after-school tutorial program for freshman students who did not 
complete assignments or homework] (INT1:Q21:61-63). 
 
Despite widespread confusion about the details of the grant, veteran teachers had 

a more negative perception of it than did new teachers.  This could be viewed as veteran 

teachers’ skepticism of reform imposed from outside sources.  I suggest that teamed 

teachers’ beliefs that the grant paid for their interdisciplinary teaming period resulted 

from the administration’s emphasis on showing a benefit from the teaming period and its 

vague attributions to the grant as the reason for their scrutiny. 

The second part of my question to teachers regarding the grant was how they 

learned about it.  Overall, their understanding of the grant occurred haphazardly.  

Whitney noted:  

What I know about the grant, I’ve gathered in meetings.  For example, I was upset 
not to have a printer or other resources such as a working copier in the school, and 
they kept telling me to wait for October and it would get better.  And it did 
(INT1:Q21:91-92). 
 

David commented, “I learned what I know pretty much from [the academic dean].  We 

probably got some document that we were supposed to read” (INT1:Q21:22-23).  

Similarly, Ned said: 

I learned about it from the meeting where we found out that we had received the 
grant, then word of mouth.  For example, in a meeting, someone will say we have 
to show results for TEA or that we got a lot of money from TEA (INT1:Q21:9-
12). 
 

Hillary commented, “I learned about the grant from [the principal] talking about it and 

[the consulting company].  And, just negative stuff about them [the consultants] from 
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teachers, everyone hates them.  But, from administrators, I only hear vague things” 

(INT1:Q21:29-31). 

Some teachers believed that the new school structure was forced upon them, in 

large part because the schools-within-schools organization was decided upon by the 

consulting company and the administration with almost no input from the faculty.  Louise 

said: 

The re-design was definitely forced upon us and there are teachers who were 
blind-sided by it.  Instead, they should have asked some of the really great 
teachers who have been here for a long time because they’re better than any 
external group.  Nobody knows better than the good teachers that are here and 
they would get better retention that way, too.  The main thing is that you’ve got to 
get the teachers to buy into the change because otherwise there’s resistance.  
Nobody wants to feel like something is forced on them, especially something they 
don’t necessarily agree with. I think the [grant] money was powerful in some 
ways, and not in the direction that the faculty would have wanted to go 
(INT2:Q6:335-342). 
 
Based upon the haphazardness of communication that I experienced at Norman 

High School, I suggest that teachers’ dearth of knowledge about the grant was yet another 

example of the lack of effective communication between the administrators and teachers 

at the school.  In addition, the teachers’ perception that the new organizational structure 

was imposed on them could be another indication of the deficient communication or it 

could indicate that teachers were resentful of their lack of participation in the governance 

of the school. 
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The grant 

According to the grant document, TEA’s primary purpose for the grant was to 

provide “high school campuses rated Academically Unacceptable with the resources to 

build capacity for implementing innovative, schoolwide initiatives designed to improve 

student performance on the campus” (TEA, 2007).  Additionally, the grant stipulated: 

High schools that receive funding under this grant will be expected to implement 
programs and activities that create a redesigned school, which is fundamentally 
different from the existing high school and corrects identified deficiencies, raises 
academic standards and boosts student achievement, redesigns failing 
management and instructional practices, develops the skills and knowledge of 
teachers, principals, and other school leaders, and improves the overall climate 
and culture of the campus (TEA, 2007). 
 
As established by TEA, the grant required reform in four areas: campus 

leadership, curriculum/instruction, climate and culture, and district leadership 

involvement.  The main initiative proposed by Norman High School was the 

“development of team-based, grade level academic clusters of students and staff, 

administrators and counselors for personalization” and “dedicated scheduled time for 

curriculum team/grade level teams” (Norman High School grant application, 2006, p. 

11).  These two aspects fell under campus leadership and curriculum/instruction.  Within 

climate and culture, the grant application stated, “Teachers are in need of supportive 

communities of awareness and teaming allowed by smaller learning communities” 

(Norman High School grant application, 2006, p. 12).  The initiatives proposed within 

this area included “physical evidences of a positive team-based smaller learning 
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environment” and “purposeful and regular inclusion of parents, community, and staff in 

campus based decision making” (Norman High School grant application, p. 12). 

The grant application included details about the proposed organization of the 

restructured school.  It stated: 

The high school will restructure into smaller learning communities to allow for 
personalization and a direct line of accountability and communication.  All 
smaller learning communities would be supported by the lead principal, with APs 
[assistant principals] assigned to teams of teachers and students.  Governing of 
communities by APs allows personalization, team spirit, teachers as leaders, 
greater curriculum awareness, and maximum growth opportunities for 
professionals and students (p. 19). 
 
In terms of changes to the school’s climate and culture, the grant application 

stated, “Communication will become more effective between administrators and teachers, 

teachers and students, and the campus and parents.  Teachers will work in an 

environment supportive of risk taking and innovative instructional design, and maintain a 

positive learning environment for all students” (p. 26).  In terms of assessment of this 

change, the application stated, “Faculty and staff will be surveyed both formally and 

informally each six weeks in order to assess redesign initiatives and contribute supportive 

measures for adjustments” (p. 26). 

Some of the teachers’ understandings about the grant appeared to be correct, 

including the focus on freshman students, the addition of 3 week assessments, and the 

significant portion of money paid to the consulting company.   

Regarding a focus on freshman students, the grant application stated, “We 

envision a campus where freshmen, who have previously averaged a 45% and above 
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failure rate, will work with teams of educators, administrators and parents towards lasting 

academic and personal success” (p. 15).   

With respect to three week assessments, the grant application stated: 

Currently, students are tested each 6 weeks by a district created assessment.  
Instructional teams will begin writing 3 week assessments (produced by actual 
instructors and approved by district curriculum specialists) as well as common 
unit tests/semester exams/end of course exams (p. 22). 
 
In addition, as some of the veteran teachers believed, a significant portion of the 

grant money was paid to the consulting company, which was formally referred to as the 

Technical Assistance Provider (TAP); however, also included were other professional 

development programs.  Of the $300,000 that the grant provided, $212,500 was budgeted 

for professional development; $115,000 of this went to the TAP, $60,000 was budgeted 

for training programs at the state’s regional education service center, $12,000 was for 

AVID workshops [the program for freshman students to help them strive toward college], 

$12,000 was for Capturing Kids’ Hearts [only for freshman core teachers and 

administrators; however, this money was used for the RISE program, which was 

conducted by the TAP during the summer and only involved three freshman teachers], 

and $12,500 for AP strategies/Laying the Foundation.  The remaining $87,500 of the 

grant was budgeted in the following areas:  payroll costs to provide substitutes for off 

campus professional development and model school observations ($27,500); supplies and 

materials, including books, software, workshop materials, parent mailings, etc. ($31,000); 

and capital outlay, which provided for a set of laptop computers for classroom use, 

projectors, and document cameras ($29,000). 



 
 

185

The grant did not allocate funds for the interdisciplinary teaming periods, as many 

of the freshman teachers believed; it also did not provide for the hiring of extra teachers 

or directly involve more paperwork for teachers.  The way in which the grant was written 

did direct many of the requirements placed on teachers; however, the administration 

vaguely attributed other requirements to the grant, such as the teaming period being in 

jeopardy if certain things were not completed. 

In May of 2008, I attended a meeting between the TEA case managers, the 

Technical Assistance Provider [TAP; the consulting company referred to by teachers], 

and Norman High School administrators; the purpose of the meeting was to discuss and 

evaluate the progress made during the first year of the grant.  The principal was not on 

campus the week of the meeting due to surgery; therefore, the academic dean and the 

district advanced academics coordinator represented the school, along with me and 

another instructional coach.  The TEA representatives asked several questions regarding 

what changes had been made at Norman High School within the four areas of reform that 

were covered by the grant (campus leadership, curriculum/instruction, climate and 

culture, and district leadership involvement).   

In terms of campus leadership, the academic dean talked about the division of the 

school into the three houses, as well as an increase in responsibility given to department 

chairs and more leadership undertaken by teachers within content planning areas.  For 

curriculum and instruction, she spoke highly of how the two day professional 

development administered by the TAP during the summer changed the mindset of 

teachers from TAKS as a final evaluator to teaching in a student-centered format.  In 
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addition, she spoke about the AVID program and how it had changed instruction in that 

teachers were required to utilize the Cornell note-taking system with their students, as 

well as the AP strategies training that was provided to all core teachers.  In reference to 

culture and climate, she said that students made posters about TAKS and that two 

teachers had made some creative efforts to motivating students for TAKS (Ned, a new 

freshman English teacher, wrote a song about TAKS that he sung while playing his guitar 

for his classes, neighboring classes, and finally, for the whole school over the intercom; a 

junior English teacher wore humorous homemade t-shirts counting down the days until 

the TAKS test).  The academic dean addressed district support, saying that they provided 

the funding for the instructional coaches for each house, as well as that they had decided 

to begin a redesign at the middle school to move the teachers there to a teaming 

organization.  Finally, the academic dean showcased the increase in passing rates among 

the freshman students.  For the three previous years, an average of 40% of freshman 

students had passed at least half of their classes during the first semester; however, for the 

fall of 2008, that number had jumped to 65%. 

The president of the TAP spoke about the professional development they had 

administered during the summer; the RISE program; and the hypermonitoring that they 

implemented with the school, which included three visits during the school year of 

consultants observing all of the core teachers and offering individual and aggregated 

feedback. 

Based upon my experience at Norman High School, I believe that the 

administrators and the TAP presented enough information to satisfy the TEA case 
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managers without including false information.  However, I suggest that many of the 

school’s improvements attributed to the grant were questionable.  Regarding campus 

leadership, teachers expressed sentiments of pressure from the administration instead of 

the collaboration that I believe would have been more welcome and helpful to the 

teachers.  Curriculum and instruction was as disorganized as in previous years.  The 

climate and culture, in terms of teacher community, declined following the restructuring; 

core teachers were disconnected from their previously strong departmental communities 

and electives teachers continued to experience the same sense of disconnection they had 

prior to restructuring.  Finally, apart from financial contributions, the district leadership 

appeared to be minimally involved in the day-to-day school functioning. 

After restructuring, how did veteran teachers describe the change in teacher 

community? 

During interviews for the dissertation study, I asked veteran teachers follow-up 

questions to many of the interview questions, in order to understand their perspectives on 

the change in teacher community due to the restructuring.  Three themes converged to 

explain teachers’ views:  disconnection from their previous community; lack of 

relationships with new coworkers within close proximity; and the impact of teacher 

turnover. 

Overall, the veteran teachers in the study, all of whom were core content teachers, 

experienced a decline in teacher community under the new school structure.  Because 

their classrooms were no longer located in the same hallway as the other teachers in their 
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department, they felt disconnected from what they had previously considered to be their 

strong teacher community.  Wanda remarked: 

I felt much closer to my English department because we were all in the same hall.  
I felt more like a team member last year because you have more in common with 
people who teach the same subject as you. And you can really start talking about 
your subject and get ideas.  I can’t go ask the math teacher on ideas for how to 
teach a novel. And I don’t feel like I’m surrounded by people who can help me 
teach my subject area this year.  So, last year I thought it was better (INT1:Q1:85-
89). 
 

Similarly, Louise said: 
 
It’s been difficult this year, I don’t feel the same community I did last year. I think 
a lot has to do with us moving around and breaking up the departments, because 
we identified with each other, we had more to talk about, we built upon what was 
taught the year before and we’ll be continuing to build it next year. There was 
more of a community when we were departmentalized.  There was much more of 
a collaborative effort, we ate lunch together every day which doesn’t happen 
anymore because we don’t have the same lunch anymore (INT1:Q1:206-210). 
 

Harriet commented: 

That was what was nice before, our whole history department was in the same 
hall and we really liked that because if we had some ideas or something was 
going on right then, we were a close knit group.  I think you have a closer 
connection with your own department as opposed to sticking different department 
people in there with you.  I know the concept is probably good but when all of our 
history teachers were together in one wing, it was like a big family, we all knew 
each other and we could see each other in the hall (INT1:Q2:148-154). 
 
In their new locations, teachers did not form the same type of relationships with 

the other content area teachers who were assigned to classrooms next to them.  Wanda 

noted, “I have less contact with teachers, only because the English department was so 

close last year.  But then with half of them leaving and us being separated this year, I 

haven’t built those same relationships with people this year” (INT1:Q2:62-64).  

Similarly, Louise described: 
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In the departments, there was definitely a purpose, now it seems kind of random.  
We haven’t had a house meeting since school started, so there doesn’t seem to be 
a purpose that I’m across from a math teacher.  I think that’s what I’m missing 
this year is that I don’t identify with any specific group (INT1:Q3:145-147). 
 
In addition, with the high teacher turnover, teachers appeared to need more time 

to come to know the other teachers in their hallway, much less trust them.  Harriet 

articulated: 

The restructuring changed how teachers talk about their teaching because now 
you have to build trust again with the people in your hall, and new people at 
lunch. You have to get to know them and trust them, you can’t just say whatever 
you’d like to say because you don’t know how they’ll react.  I don’t want to share 
my ideas with someone I don’t know, so first you have to build that relationship 
(INT1:Q20:150-154). 
 
Because the science teachers’ classrooms could not be moved, their sense of 

teacher community experienced very little change.  Renee said, “From my point of view, 

it hasn’t changed anything. There is no difference.  But, then again, I’m not even in the 

same hallway as the rest of the teachers. I never see them” (INT1:Q1:176-178).  Hillary 

added, “It [the teacher community] hasn’t changed that much for me because Renee and I 

work together as much as we did last year and the whole science department still eats 

lunch together” (INT1:Q1:68-69). 

Teachers’ references to their disconnection from their previous community and 

the lack of development of similarly strong relationships could be seen as a failure of the 

new school structure.  Conversely, it could suggest that with a new structure, time is 

necessary to reestablish community that is suitable for the new organization. 
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This chapter presented the data from three research questions: 

1. How did teachers describe the teacher community that existed in their school?  

What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these descriptions? 

2. What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  What 

experiences of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? 

3. What are teachers’ views of a change in teacher community following the 

school’s restructuring of its organization to one that follows a schools-within-

schools model?  

Chapter five relates some concluding remarks about the nature of the teacher 

community at Norman High School; teachers’ goals and beliefs about it; the impact of 

their experiences on their descriptions; and how the teacher community changed 

following the restructuring. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Inquiries into the social organization of schools have increased over the past two 

decades, leading to a greater focus on the importance of community in schools 

(Sergiovanni, 1994), teachers’ work lives (Rosenholtz, 1989; McLauchlin & Talbert, 

2001) and teacher community (Westheimer, 1998; Louis & Kruse, 1995).  During the 

same period of time, a counter-trend toward smaller schools has emerged, advocated in 

large part by the need for more personalized learning environments for students.  As one 

of the more popular reform strategies, the schools-within-schools model reorganizes 

traditional, comprehensive high schools into smaller schools so that students are grouped 

into small learning communities. However, the benefits of smaller schools are not only 

promoted for students, but also for teachers.  Working within smaller contexts, the 

literature suggests that teachers may forge more personal connections with their 

colleagues and collaborative work could increase, leading to better teaching and higher 

student achievement.  However, the level of teacher community and collaboration has 

only been studied in specialized small schools, such as magnet schools and alternative 

programs. 

This study investigated the change in teacher community and collaboration during 

the first year that a traditional high school implemented the schools-within-schools 

reform model.  In addition, the study examined the ways in which teachers’ experiences 

in the school, as well as their goals and beliefs about teacher community, affected their 
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descriptions of the teacher community.  The following research questions guided the 

inquiry: 

1. How did teachers describe the teacher community that existed in their school?  

What experiences of teachers appeared to shape these descriptions? 

2. What were teachers’ goals and beliefs about teacher community?  What 

experiences of teachers appeared to shape these goals and beliefs? 

3. What were teachers’ views of a change in teacher community following the 

school’s restructuring of its organization to one that followed a schools-

within-schools model?  

The case studied was Norman High School, a high-need school located in a 

historically rural area that had become suburban and was moving toward urbanization.  

The school had been rated Academically Unacceptable by the Texas Education Agency 

(TEA) in the spring of 2006 based on the students’ scores on the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  Because of the rating, the school was eligible to apply 

for a restructuring grant through TEA; the grant required that the school implement 

“innovative school-wide initiatives designed to improve student performance on the 

campus” (TEA, 2007).  The grant also stipulated that the school must contract with a 

Technical Assistance Provider (TAP) to provide consulting services in the restructuring 

process.  Therefore, in conjunction with the chosen TAP, Norman High School 

administrators decided to reorganize the school with the schools-within-schools model.  

Because the new structure began with the 2007-2008 school year, this study was of 
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particular interest in that it examined the change in teacher community during the first 

year of implementation. 

The inquiry was constructed as a case study and included data collected from 

interviews with teachers, observations in the school over the course of two years, and 

documents such as meeting agendas, school memos, and written correspondence.  The 

data was collected in two stages: the first was through a field project the semester prior to 

restructuring, and the second was during the spring semester of the first year with the new 

organizational system.  Through these two modes, I was better able to understand and 

describe the change in teacher community, as well as teachers’ goals and beliefs about 

teacher community. 

Findings 

Based on the data presented in chapter four, three primary findings emerged to 

answer the research questions.  The first finding was that, in large part due to constant 

change, Norman High School was growing, but not progressing.  Changes such as high 

turnover of teachers and administrators, as well as in school structures and initiatives, led 

to teachers’ incidental relationships with one another.  The second finding was that the 

new organizational structure resulted in a loss of community of memory (Bellah et al., 

1984).  Teachers no longer experienced strong connections within their departments; 

instead of sharing common goals, they shared common experiences with their colleagues, 

and they expressed a general sense of isolation.  The decline in teachers’ personal 

relationships affected their propensity to create and participate in teacher community, as 
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well as the level of their professional collaboration with one another.  The third finding 

was that teachers’ goals and beliefs were important and depended upon their experiences 

within the school.  In addition, the school-wide lack of focus on the goals that were 

included in the grant resulted primarily from the limited teacher involvement in the 

restructuring process and the concomitant goal setting.  

Growing, but not progressing 

Due to various reasons, Norman High School and the school district as a whole 

had experienced constant change for several years prior to the study.  This high level of 

change over the years continued with the restructuring and led to teachers’ sense of 

disconnection, which was manifested primarily in their incidental relationships with one 

another.  The types of change and the resulting incidental relationships are explained 

further in this section. 

Constant change 

The constant change at Norman High School was the result of three primary 

aspects:  frequent curriculum revisions, the imposition of new initiatives, and teacher and 

administrator turnover.  The largest contributor to these factors was the population 

growth of the town.  As discussed in chapter four, Norman’s population increased 

because of the eastward expansion of Austin, changing the demographics of the 

historically white, middle class town to reflect a more diverse profile, both racially and 

economically.  Taken alone, a homogeneous increase in the population would have 
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presented challenges; however, the growth combined with the added diversity increased 

the level of change and associated difficulties.   In order to maintain adequate staffing to 

support the higher enrollment, additional teachers were hired, as well as more central 

office support staff.  Along with the new central office specialists, curriculum revisions 

and new district-wide and school-specific initiatives were introduced.   

Between the frustrations that teachers experienced with the growing pains of the 

district and the school and the challenges that teachers faced in working with the more 

diverse student population, teacher turnover increased.  The year prior to the study, 

turnover was 30%; when the new organizational structure was implemented, 42% of the 

teachers were new to Norman.  As a result of the school’s difficulty retaining teachers, as 

well as attracting experienced teachers, alternatively certified teachers became common 

at Norman High School.  Between the elevated turnover and the high number of new 

teachers, as well as turnover in administrators (the school had 8 principals during the 16 

years prior to the study), teachers were not adequately supported in their work.  The most 

important result of these factors was teachers’ isolation from their colleagues and their 

subsequent incidental relationships.  

Incidental relationships 

Instead of experiencing authentic connections with one another, teachers’ 

relationships following the restructure were primarily incidental.  Their interactions, both 

formal and informal, were typically minimal and superficial in nature.  Most of their 

formal interactions were, to varying extents, based upon forced collaboration.  
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Department meetings were held weekly and served almost exclusively as a conduit of the 

principal’s agenda that was to be passed through the bureaucratic levels.  In addition, 

teamed teachers experienced forced collaboration through their assignment to an 

interdisciplinary team.  Because the content of their daily team meetings was dictated by 

the academic dean, they were not able to set their own agendas or work toward 

independently developed goals.  The primary reasons that teachers interacted informally 

with one another were geographical proximity and compatible personalities, as opposed 

to seeking and establishing intentional relationships.  

Loss of community of memory 

Prior to restructuring, core teachers experienced close connections within their 

departments.  However, with the exception of the science teachers, once the core teachers 

were moved into the schools-within-schools configuration, they no longer expressed a 

sense of connection to other teachers.  They lost what Bellah et al. (1984) called a 

community of memory.  Without the continued contact of a core of individuals to carry 

on the identity and structure of the group, the collective memory faded.  Instead of a 

sense of connection, teachers experienced a general sense of isolation; instead of sharing 

common goals, they had only common experiences.   

In contrast, because the science teachers’ classrooms could not be relocated, they 

were able to maintain their strong connections that were more indicative of meaningful 

relationships.  Part of the driving force of science teachers’ continued relationships was 

that, because they were in the same department and they socialized informally during the 
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day, their formal interactions were with the same people as their informal interactions.  

The blend of personal community with professional conversations was important for 

increasing communication and building trust.  Because other teachers were not located 

near their subject area colleagues, their informal interactions were primarily with teachers 

located near them and others they happened to encounter during the day.  The only time 

they interacted with the other teachers in their department was during formal meetings; 

therefore, they did not have opportunities to enhance communication or trust through 

regular informal interactions with one another. 

Prior to restructuring, teachers within each core department expressed satisfaction 

with their interactions with colleagues.  Based upon their sense of community and the 

open lines of communication and trust they had established, teachers engaged in 

curricular and instructional discussions with one another.  However, following 

restructuring, teachers were isolated from their previous community and they did not 

form the same connections with teachers located near them in their houses.  Despite their 

daily interdisciplinary team meetings, teachers of freshman students expressed the same 

general sense of disconnection as nonteamed teachers, in part because of their separation 

from their former community and in part because of the forced collaboration they 

experienced through teaming. 

Teachers’ goals and beliefs depended upon their experiences 

Teachers’ experiences within the new school structure appeared to be one of the 

most important influences on their goals and beliefs about teacher community.  In turn, 
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their goals and beliefs seemed to impact the way in which they engaged in teacher 

community.  The study intentionally included two background characteristics for each 

teacher: 1) whether or not they were new to the school and 2) whether or not they were 

assigned to an interdisciplinary team.  Minor differences emerged between the goals and 

beliefs of new and veteran teachers; however, larger differences emerged between the 

goals and beliefs of teamed and nonteamed teachers. 

The three most significant differences were in how teachers understood the term 

teacher community; how they wanted to work with other teachers; and how they believed 

that teacher community begins.  Teamed teachers understood teacher community as how 

teachers got along and worked together, whereas nonteamed teachers viewed it as a group 

of teachers.  This difference indicates that teamed teachers’ relationships with colleagues 

were more cohesive and that nonteamed teachers experienced more distance between 

themselves and other teachers.   

In response to how they wanted to work with other teachers, teamed teachers cited 

interdisciplinary collaboration as important.  In a sense, this was surprising, given that 

they were assigned to an interdisciplinary team that met daily.  However, the underlying 

reason for their response was that, because the daily agendas for their meetings were 

prescribed by the academic dean, the teamed teachers did not have freedom to work with 

one another on the activities that they believed to be important.  Interestingly, in response 

to how they wanted to work with other teachers, nonteamed teachers expressed a desire 

for structured time to work within their content areas.  Once again, this appeared to be a 

result of their lack of structured time to work with other teachers in their subject area, as 
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well as a possible indication of the division between their formal and informal 

interactions. 

The third significant difference between teamed and nonteamed teachers’ goals 

and beliefs was in how they believed that teacher community starts.  Teamed teachers 

referred to informal interactions that occurred naturally, whereas nonteamed teachers 

believed that the influence of administrators was important in providing a structure for 

teacher community to develop.  Despite teamed teachers’ work together on 

interdisciplinary teams that are often referred to in educational literature as “professional 

learning communities,” they did not view that time together as the way for teacher 

community to develop; instead, they attributed more importance to their informal 

interactions in the hallways and in one another’s classrooms.  On the other hand, based 

upon their reference to the need for administrative structure for teacher community to 

begin, nonteamed teachers appeared to believe that they could not engage in teacher 

community at the level which they perceived teamed teachers experiencing within the 

structure provided to them.  Their perception seemed to result in some amount of 

nonteamed teachers’ withdrawal from the possibility of connecting with their colleagues.  

Further, it indicates that nonteamed teachers did not consider the opportunity inherent in 

informal interactions and the associated benefits that could have been derived. 

All teachers expressed a sense of imposition of the new organizational structure 

and the attendant goals.  Because they were not involved with the change process, they 

appeared more disappointed in and disconnected from the outcomes. 
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Implications 

The study contributes to the education field by describing the impact on teacher 

community of the school reform model schools-within-schools during the 

implementation year.  The results of the investigation add to the body of knowledge in 

both school reform and teacher community and the implications can be helpful to policy 

makers, school administrators, and teacher education and professional development 

programs.  Although the results of this inquiry do not necessarily paint a positive picture 

of teacher community within restructured schools, much can be learned from the 

findings.   

Based upon the findings from the study, two primary implications emerged.  The 

first is that restructuring must be enacted intentionally at all levels.  Because teachers are 

the largest portion on a school staff, they must be a part of the process of change for a 

new organizational system to be successfully implemented.  Without their understanding 

and support, new initiatives will not gain the traction necessary for either short-term or 

long-term progress.  At Norman High School, through the new structure, the 

administrators attempted to impose a type of teacher community in which the teachers 

themselves did not believe.  In addition to teacher involvement in the process, a common 

vision, one that includes the necessary structures to facilitate the vision, must bind 

stakeholders together.  As a result of the lack of intentionality in restructuring, the 

outcome of the reform was incongruent with the high hopes for fundamental change held 

by both administrators and teachers. 
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The second implication is that teachers’ satisfaction with their work lives, which 

ultimately results in teacher retention, must be a priority within the restructuring process.  

Without teacher retention, the community of memory that is necessary for a school to 

make progress will be absent.  In addition, if teacher turnover is high, teachers will not 

establish trusting relationships or open lines of communication and professional 

collaboration, one of the most important ways for increasing student achievement, will 

not occur. 

Some of these pitfalls of unsuccessful school reform could be avoided if policy 

makers and administrators understand the importance of intentional change and of 

including teachers in the process.  In addition, administrators could help to foster stronger 

relationships between faculty members with more focus on the importance of both 

informal and formal interactions and the linking together of the two facets of relating.  

Teacher education and professional development programs could assist in the process of 

increasing teachers’ professional conversations and collaborative work by facilitating 

training in teamwork and highlighting its importance. 

Limitations 

Qualitative research provides a richly descriptive picture of the inner workings of 

the topic of study.  By its very nature, case study research is naturally limited by a narrow 

focus on one sample and the findings are not meant to be generalizeable to other cases.  

However, this is not the only limitation.  This inquiry was of a school during the 

implementation of change; because the nature of schools and processes of change are 
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complex, it is possible that some aspects of the reform and teachers’ reactions to it were 

not captured in the data.  In addition, the study was conducted by one researcher who was 

not able to observe every interaction in the school, nor speak with every stakeholder, 

which may have also led to some unintentional oversight of varying perspectives.  

Finally, because this investigation only included the first year of implementation, there is 

some limitation in the scope of the results. 

Recommendations for Further Research  

A growing understanding of the nature of teacher community in restructured 

schools is possible with the addition to the body of literature of this study and others like 

it.  Some of the important questions that remain from this investigation are:  With time, 

does teacher community develop within the new organizational structure?  How much 

time?  How does it happen?  Other types of questions that could be asked are more 

philosophical in nature:  What is the goal of teacher community?  Is it enough for 

teachers to like one another and their work, or is the important result of teacher 

community necessarily professional collaboration?  I hope that, with time, these and other 

questions like them will be investigated by researchers who are interested in teacher 

community and its importance for schools, including the impact on teachers’ work lives 

and on students’ learning lives. 

In my own future research in teacher community, I would like to investigate the 

development and purposes of teacher community in other contexts, such as in charter 

schools or newly established schools.  In addition, I am interested in how teacher 
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diversity, as well as student diversity, might affect the nature of teacher communities and 

the ways in which teachers collaborate. 

Final Comments 

My thoughts about teacher community and school reform have evolved over the 

course of this inquiry.  Although I have come to understand more of the particulars, I am 

still learning and thinking about the two topics.  During the course of the study, I was an 

indirect member of the school leadership team.  In this role, I had hoped to be able to 

facilitate teacher community in addition to being a participant.  However, I was unable to 

effect significant change in teachers’ work lives, particularly as it involved their 

engagement in teacher community. 

Despite the initial negative outcome of Norman High School’s restructuring on 

teacher community, I am not pessimistic about the possibility of small school reform 

fostering teacher community.  In fact, I believe that, given the right conditions, it can 

work.  As Joseph Schwab (1976) so eloquently stated about community in schools:  

It should be noted that though communal propensities, once developed, can find 
expression in many social circumstances, they cannot develop in any [sic] such 
circumstance.  They require rewarding collaboration, communication, helping and 
being helped, toward goals we have set ourselves, or which have been set for us 
by need and want (p. 235). 
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APPENDIX A:  NORMAN HIGH SCHOOL TEACHERS  

(CAST OF CHARACTERS) 

 
New teamed teachers 

1. Ned – student taught at the school the year before 

2. Sally – student taught at school in Austin 

3. David – former technology sector employee; participated in alternative 
certification program 
 

Veteran teamed teachers 

1. Hillary – second year teaching at MHS; completed Masters and extended student 
teaching in another state 

 
2. Wanda – third year teaching at MHS; student taught in Austin 

3. Paula – third year teaching at MHS (started mid-year); student taught in Austin; 
pregnant 
 

New nonteamed teachers 

1. Fran – 10 years of experience in other schools; transferred mid-year from other 
school in the district  

 
2. Cindy – second year teaching; moved from more rural school 

3. Whitney – sixth year teaching; moved from very rural school 

Veteran nonteamed teachers 

1. Renee – fourth year at MHS; 3 years in middle school in another district 

2. Harriet – fourteenth year at MHS; coach for much of the time 

3. Louise  – third year at MHS; taught one year at a middle school in neighboring 
district 
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APPENDIX B:  INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #1 

1. How do you understand the term “teacher community”? 

2. Do you remember examples of teacher community? *What do you remember from last 
year? 

3. What type of community among teachers do you think is important?  Ideally, how would 
you like to work with other teachers? 

4. What types of community have you been part of in the past?  How do those experiences 
influence your ideas about the teacher community at Manor? 

5. Have you been a part of a SLC (Small Learning Community) before?  What was your 
experience? 

6. Where and how do you think teacher community starts?  What role does or should the 
administration have in teacher community? 

7. In what ways do you associate with other teachers?  When?  Where?  What do you talk 
about, and for how long?  In school vs. outside?  Why do you associate with those 
teachers as opposed to other teachers?  How do the different associations affect your 
teaching?  *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 

8. What faculty groups do you identify with?  How much do these 
associations/identifications influence your sense of identity, compared with other sources 
of identity and community?  *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 

9. In what context have you worked closest with other teachers? 

10. How meaningful are the relationships you have with other teachers? *How has this 
changed since last year?  Why? 

11. When do you seek teacher community?  When do you not? *How has this changed since 
last year?  Why? 

12. Do you feel an expectation to participate in teacher community?  How does that impact 
you? *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 

13. What do you feel is your role in the teacher community? 

14. Value of teacher community? 

15. What are some examples of when the faculty really worked together on something?  Can 
you tell me about that event?  How were faculty members interacting during that time?  
How did you feel during that time?  What do you think made it possible for the faculty to 
work together successfully like that? *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 
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16. In what ways does the faculty NOT work together?  Are these times the faculty could 
work better together?  Or are these tasks better accomplished alone?  Why did the faculty 
not work together on these projects? *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 

17. How does the faculty deal with those who disagree with decisions that a majority of the 
group endorses?  Can you think of a time that happened?  Can you tell me about it? *How 
has this changed since last year?  Why? 

18. In what ways does the faculty talk about their beliefs about education?  Do they share 
these beliefs, or disagree? *How has this changed since last year?  Why? 

19. In what ways does the faculty talk about curriculum (in general, developing it, working 
with it, etc.)? *How has this changed since last year?  Why?  

20. In what ways does the faculty talk about their teaching?  About student learning? *How 
has this changed since last year?  Why? 

21. (MHS restructured this year to SWS) What do you know about the TEA grant?  How did 
you learn about it? 

22. (optional) To what extent does the teacher community affect your plans to return next 
year?  How do you think it affects other teachers? 
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APPENDIX C:  INTERVIEW PROTOCOL #2 

1. During the previous interviews, some teachers referred to personal community as 
distinct from professional community among teachers.  How do you think the two 
types of community are different or similar, and how do you think one influences 
the other?  Can you give examples? 

 
2. In what ways has the teacher community evolved over the course of this school 

year? How would you characterize it? What factors influenced it? 
 

3. Besides lack of time, why do you think the teacher community here hasn’t taken 
off? What would make you want to work on the teacher community? What 
prevents you from wanting to? 
 

4. What was your experience with teacher community during the TAKS preparation 
process? 

 
5. How do you think the nature of the teacher community influences classroom 

climate and student success? 
 

6. What are your expectations for next year in terms of how the teacher community 
will change? In particular, how do you think the Monday morning sessions will 
influence the nature of the teacher community? 

 
� How did you come to the decision to leave? What would have made you stay? 
or 
� What has made you want to return next year? What factors contributed to your 

changing role for next year? 
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