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Abstract 

Understanding secondary teacher motivations has the potential to play a crucial role in 

the successful recruitment and retention of quality secondary teachers.  This Dissertation 

in Practice focuses on the identification of secondary teacher motivations and the 

application of this information to assist in creating a safe environment which is conducive 

to student learning.  In addition, this Dissertation in Practice was designed to provide 

practical interventions for administrators seeking to recruit and retain secondary teachers 

who have affinities for particular subjects.  Through the use of this micro-ethnographic 

qualitative design, the researcher completed semi-structured interviews, collected and 

analyzed data, and developed a plan to assist district leaders and administrators in 

keeping secondary teacher motivations as high as possible.  The study yielded a proposed 

timeline and a preparation guideline for professional development opportunities for both 

new and veteran teachers.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

 Teachers are often thought of as the most influential factor in student achievement 

gains and overall student success (Allegretto & Mishel, 2016).  Professionally, teachers 

play a pivotal role in shaping the nation’s future (Bishay, 1996).  All of this being said, 

negative perceptions about education and education employees exist at all levels.  Tanner 

(1993) has noted most adults will admit to having had a positive experience in school, 

they also express an overall perception of schools’ inadequacy in preparing students for 

the real world (Tanner, 1993, pp.183-184).  The 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk 

magnified these concerns, stating children in the United States were drowning in “a rising 

tide of [educational] mediocrity” (NCEE, 1983).  

These public perceptions have an impact on teachers and their motivations to 

teach.  In contrast to professionals in most other fields, teachers must be constantly aware 

of the intersections between their personal and public lives (Palmer, 2007).  Teachers are 

public figures, working and living in the public eye.  Parents, students, and community 

members can raise concerns not only about their conduct as teachers, but also about their 

motivations to teach.  Over time, teacher motivations change, and these motivational 

changes may directly impact classroom instruction and teacher commitment to their 

classrooms.  Changes in teachers’ motivations may also color public perception, which 

further influences teacher motivation.   

 This research study aimed to explore the motivating factors that drive individuals 

to become and remain secondary teachers.  The results of this research are critical for 

secondary school leaders seeking to maintain high levels of both student and staff 
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motivation and achievement within their schools.  As Neves and Lens (2005) have noted, 

student motivation is directly impacted by teacher motivation.  Like behavior, motivation 

is an important factor in determining how individuals function in the classroom (Visser-

Wijnveem & Van Petegem, 2012).  For example, Finn (1989) illustrated the importance 

of student motivation, pointing out student motivation and engagement lead to increased 

student achievement and to improved social and cognitive development (as cited in 

Marks, 2000).  A thorough examination of the factors that motivate teachers is therefore 

crucial to ensuring student success.  With this background in mind, the purpose of this 

study was to identify the factors—the circumstances and personal views—that lead 

individuals to become secondary teachers and to remain motivated as secondary teachers 

throughout their careers. 

Statement of the Problem 

According to Dr. William Sanders, teachers are the single most important 

influence on student academic progress (Archer, 1999).  One classroom teacher can 

significantly impact student achievement positively or negatively over the course of a 

year together—and well into a student’s future (Goldhaber, 2007).  Sanders’s research 

data found students who had been taught by three ineffective teachers in a row scored 

below the 50th percentile by the end of those three academic years (Archer, 1999).  It is 

therefore important to both secondary school leaders and students to determine what 

motivates secondary teachers to initially select the grade level or content they prefer to 

teach, and what keeps them motivated to effectively teach this content throughout their 

careers. 
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School leaders and teachers must work together to maintain secondary teacher 

motivation in order to increase student achievement in the classroom and to reduce 

student and teacher apathy toward school.  Richardson and Watt (2006) reported many 

teachers enter the field of education even after receiving strong experiences of dissuasion.  

Their research findings indicate many secondary teachers enter the classroom with 

discouraging influences already in place.  Providing school leaders with the knowledge 

and resources to make informed staffing decisions may then be instrumental in increasing 

teacher motivation, enhancing student achievement, and building successful schools.   

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to identify the motivating factors that drive a 

teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  The research also aimed to explore 

any changes in secondary teacher motivation across years of experience in the classroom.  

As Klassen and Chiu (2010) stated, “Building an understanding of the motivation profiles 

of teachers across their career span is important because their willingness to engage in 

new practices varies according to their career stage” (p. 749).  The participants in this 

research study consisted of secondary teachers teaching grades 9-12.   

Research Questions 

The research question answered in this research study was: What are the 

motivating factors that drive a teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher?  This 

micro-ethnographic qualitative study explored the motivational factors which drive a 

teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  The secondary questions addressed 

included: 

• How does secondary teacher motivation change over the span of a teaching career? 
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• Are teachers at the secondary level of education more driven by their curricula or by 

their relationships with students? 

• What role do school leaders play in maintaining teacher motivation? 

• Does the number of years teaching in the classroom impact secondary teacher 

motivation? 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to explore what motivated a person to choose to 

become and remain a secondary teacher—and how this motivation changed throughout a 

teacher’s years of teaching.  Does the motivation to teach at the secondary level change 

as a teacher progresses through their career?  

Proposed Methodology 

 This research study focused on the factors that drive a teacher to become and 

remain a secondary teacher and on factors influencing changes in secondary teacher 

motivation throughout a career.  In order to best accomplish this research, a micro-

ethnographic qualitative design was implemented.  Ethnographic research is a form of 

field research in which the researcher both participates in and also observes the site of 

study.  This type of qualitative inquiry has the potential to provide greater voice to those 

who may feel marginalized by those in power (Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007).  Outside 

of the instruction taking place in their classrooms, teachers rarely have control over 

responses to issues that occur in their buildings and are often powerless to contribute their 

opinions (Palmer, 2007).  In this study, conducting qualitative ethnographic research 

allowed the researcher to center teacher experiences and thoughts, and to incorporate 

these findings into recommendations for action. 
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Initially, qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interviews with 

secondary teachers from a variety of school districts.  These districts spanned rural, 

urban, high-socioeconomic-status, and low-socioeconomic-status areas.  For the purposes 

of this study, secondary teachers included those teaching and administering grades 9-12.  

The data and information collected pertained only to teachers at this level. 

An emergent coding process was used to identify patterns within the responses to 

these semi-structured interviews.  During this interview process, different motivational 

factors and influences were found. 

Definition of Relevant Terms 

Motivation:  That which drives someone to take action (Williams, n.d.). 

Elementary Level of Education:  Grades K-8. 

Secondary Level of Education:  Grades 9-12. 

Secondary Administration: Administrators, including principals, in schools serving 

students in grades 6-12. 

District Level Administration: Administrators who do not work directly in the schools, 

but provide leadership and support to schools at the district level, including the 

superintendent, the assistant superintendent, the director of technology, and human 

resources professionals. 

Intrinsic Motivation: An impetus to perform an action or behavior that arises out of an 

enjoyment of the activity itself (Williams, n.d.). 

Extrinsic Motivation: An impetus to perform an action or behavior that arises from a 

desire for an external reward or outcome (Williams, n.d.). 
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Differentiated Instruction:  A style of teaching based on the anticipation of and response 

to a variety of students' needs (Differentiated Instruction, n.d.). 

Title I, Part A:  Title I, Part A (Title I) of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA), as amended, provides financial assistance to local educational agencies (LEAs) 

and schools with high numbers or percentages of children from low-income families to 

help ensure all children meet challenging state academic standards (Title I, Part A, n.d.). 

Limitations, Delimitations, and Personal Biases 

My experiences in the field of education have provided me with personal biases 

concerning teacher motivation.  I spent nine years as a fourth-grade elementary teacher, 

three years as a middle school assistant principal (grades 6-8), five years as middle school 

principal (grades 6-8), and four years as a high school principal (grades 9-12).  These 

experiences have shaped my belief in the factors motivating teachers to teach differ 

depending on the ages and grade levels of their students.  My observations have led me to 

the conclusion that as student age increases, teacher motivation and the strength of 

student-teacher relationships decrease.  Because of this perception, I saw a need to 

explore motivation among the teachers of particular grade levels—hence the focus of this 

study on secondary level teachers.  

I understood this motivational change to create problems in secondary level 

classrooms.  At the secondary level, course content becomes more difficult.  If the 

student-teacher relationship weakens, maintaining high student achievement becomes 

especially difficult.  One of the key factors in classroom success is a teacher’s ability to 

connect with their students.  The lengths to which a teacher is willing to go in order to 

build positive relationships with their students often reflects their level of motivation to 
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be a teacher—as well as their ability to succeed (Finn, 1989).  The best teachers find 

ways to build a sense of connectedness in the classroom (Palmer, 2007). 

Further, when teachers are more focused on the content of their courses than they 

are on their connections with students, they tend to be less effective in the classroom 

(Palmer, 2007).  For this reason, a possible delimitation of this study was the expertise of 

secondary teachers in specific content areas.  In studies of math teachers, researchers 

found a primary interest in teaching correlated to higher quality instruction in the 

classroom than did a focus on expertise in mathematics (Kunter et al., 2008).  Unlike 

elementary teachers, who teach all subject areas, secondary teachers must be highly 

qualified in a specific subject or content area.  They must have completed the necessary 

specialized coursework and must also have passed a qualification exam.  This study 

explored the effects of these requirements on teacher motivation and effectiveness. 

In addition, there may have been distinct delimitations due to the age and 

experience of the teachers.  Veteran teachers of 30 or more years may have different 

priorities than new millennial teachers.  However, placing all teachers in a specific 

category based on their years of experience is an unfair assessment and a bias the 

researcher had to consider throughout this study. 

A significant limitation in this study of research is that only three secondary 

content areas are represented: math, science, English.  Requests to participate in this 

research study were made to other content area teachers, but none responded to the 

requests.  The fact that other content areas such as health and physical education; history; 

career and technical education; and foreign languages are not represented is a limitation 

to this study and leaves it open to further exploration.   
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The Role of Leadership in This Study 

Effective leadership plays a significant role in the total success of a school.  

Individual teachers and students may achieve greatness in a classroom without 

administrative support, but for an entire school to achieve high academic standards, 

administrators must effectively lead teachers and students.  In order to do so, successful 

administrators lead by example, showing students and staff their care and willingness to 

do whatever it takes to help them succeed.  Further, administrators who establish positive 

relationships with their students and encourage teachers to do the same, promote a safe 

learning environment for students and teachers.  A safe learning environment is one in 

which students and teachers are comfortable taking risks in the classroom and are not 

fearful of the ramifications of failure.  A safe learning environment is also one in which 

students and teachers work together. 

 Administrators must also demonstrate the ability to develop a community of 

reflective practice.  Life in a school ebbs and flows.  In this ever-changing environment, 

being able to effectively reflect upon practice is important to the overall success of 

teachers.  During this reflective practice, a teacher can examine their motivations for 

being a teacher.  If they find they are focused on something other than their students, it 

may be time to look for a different profession.  Without a strong motivation to connect 

with students, a teacher’s ability to motivate them to learn can be easily lost.       

 The personal motivational factors influencing classroom teachers are essential to 

their success in the classroom.  If a teacher is not motivated to teach, they cannot expect 

students to be motivated to learn.  If a teacher does not exhibit a passion to be in the 

classroom, their students are also likely to lack passion.  As leaders of a school, 
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administrators are tasked with ensuring each student receives a quality education and a 

quality classroom experience.  If a teacher is not motivated to be in the classroom, or if 

they are just going through the motions in order to receive a paycheck, students will 

notice and will likely demonstrate the same unmotivated behavior.  This apathy is not 

conducive to a healthy teaching and learning environment.  Administrators must 

recognize these situations and seek the necessary resources and advice to increase teacher 

motivation. 

Significance of the Dissertation in Practice Study 

This study of the motivations driving a teacher to teach a particular grade and/or 

content area is important to the field of education because each individual teacher has a 

direct impact on current student achievement and on student achievement over time. 

Research has indicated one excellent teacher can increase student gains by at least one 

year of academic growth (Goldhaber, 2007).  Because teacher motivation plays a 

significant role in effective teaching, administrators who have a better understanding of 

what motivates secondary teachers can better promote teacher and student engagement 

and success.  Teachers who are not engaged in classroom instruction, on the other hand, 

lose the ability to engage students in learning, fostering a dull and ineffective classroom 

environment.  A dull classroom environment is a sure way to lose student interest, which 

can lead to lower student achievement or increase student apathy toward school.  

Students in 2018 expect to be stimulated by their environments.  They live in a world in 

which they transfer information to one another instantly.  They expect their educations to 

mimic this world by providing rich and invigorating experiences (Perna, 2015).  A lack of 
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this kind of educational engagement will leave them searching for other means of 

stimulation (Perna, 2015). 

Administrators can better facilitate this kind of classroom engagement by 

strengthening teacher motivation.  Classroom engagement may then lead to an increase in 

student achievement and retention of classroom materials.  As Palmer (2007) has stated, 

“Good teaching is an act of hospitality toward the young, and the hospitality is always an 

act that benefits the host even more than the guest” (p. 51).  Administrators who have 

motivational knowledge about their staff will have the ability to make informed decisions 

about teacher and student placement.  The right fit makes the difference when 

determining what content a teacher teaches and which students are placed with specific 

teachers.   

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to identify the motivating factors that drive a 

teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  The study examined the factors 

motivating secondary teachers to come in early, stay late, and take time away from their 

families in order to be effective teachers.  In addition, the study explored the factors 

involved in keeping secondary teachers motivated over the duration of their careers.  

Prior research had indicated the success of a quality school is directly related to the 

leadership of the school administration (Prince, 1990).  Principals who successfully 

empowered their teachers could expect to see a 14% rise in teacher motivation (Davis & 

Wilson, 2000).  The success of this research study was dependent on the insight gained 

about initial secondary teacher motivations and secondary teacher motivations over time.  

Success was also measured according to its ability to provide meaningful resources to 
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administrators.  The results of the study provided resources useful to administrators in 

identifying the profile of a successful secondary teacher and in adjusting their leadership 

tactics to motivate the diverse individuals teaching in their schools.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Procedures for Literature Review 

 In order to narrow down the scope of research, key terms were used in the 

literature review process.  Some of the frequently searched key terms included: (a) 

“secondary teacher motivation,” (b) “motivations of secondary teachers,” (c) “secondary 

teacher job satisfaction,” and (d) “factors of becoming a secondary teacher.”  The 

databases used throughout this process included: Educational Resources Information 

Center (ERIC), EBSCO, Google Scholar, and JSTOR.  In addition to the databases, 

books about methodology, teaching, and dissertation research were utilized.  Using the 

above key terms and the aforementioned databases, four significant areas surfaced for 

review: (a) professional motivation, (b) subject motivation, (c) collective motivation, and 

(d) motivation through self-efficacy.   

Literature Review Introduction 

 The objective of this literature review was to focus on identifying the motivational 

factors that influence teachers to become and remain secondary teachers.  The literature 

review explored the influences on secondary teacher motivations over the course of their 

teaching careers.  Throughout the literature review, four central areas of secondary 

motivation were explored.  The first area was professional motivation.  Professional 

motivation encompassed all the factors teachers face in their day-to-day routines.  Next, 

the review examined subject motivation.  Subject motivation referred to the specific 

motivational influences of a teacher’s interest in subject or content matter, and the ways 

these influences directly impacted teacher motivation.  Secondary teachers tended to be 

content or subject experts, making subject motivation an especially important area to 
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research and understand (Brunetti, 2001).  Third, the review explored collective 

motivation, which referred to motivation impacted by age, years of experience, social 

influences, and the school environment.   

 Motivated teachers should have engaging classrooms and motivated students. 

Using the results of the Experienced Teacher Survey, Brunetti (2001) noted working with 

young people is a powerful source of satisfaction and motivation for teachers.  Teachers 

who are motivated to work with young people on an ongoing basis create engaged 

classrooms.  Research indicated classroom engagement correlated with elevated student 

performance across multiple populations (Finn, 1989).  Furthermore, teachers who 

continued to receive high regard from students, parents, colleagues, and school leaders 

were more likely to remain motivated and less likely to experience burnout (Friedman & 

Barber, 1992). 

As indicated earlier, the literature review focused on secondary teacher 

motivational research presented in a variety of different categories: professional 

motivation, subject motivation, and collective motivation.  Each category represented a 

different aspect of secondary teacher motivation that can be addressed through this 

research.    

In addition to the three categories previously identified, Kyriacou and Coulthard 

(2000) discussed three motivational areas influencing teachers’ decisions to enter the 

field of education: altruistic, intrinsic, and extrinsic.  Supported by previous research, 

these areas remain crucial to understanding the factors influencing secondary teacher 

motivation, and cannot be ignored.  In this study, altruistic motivations included the 

desire to do good for others—to assist children, for example, or to help improve society.  
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Intrinsic motivations included the desire to engage in activities that are personally 

enjoyable, such as working with children or teaching a favorite subject.  Finally, extrinsic 

motivations included desires for material benefits, such as a salary, health benefits, or a 

particular work schedule.  For the purposes of this research study, altruistic reasons fell 

into the professional category, intrinsic motivations fell into the subject motivation 

category, and extrinsic motivations fell into the collective motivation category.   

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 

In conducting motivational research, it is necessary to have an understanding of 

Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.  Maslow (1943) stated human motivation is 

shaped by the desire for fulfillment and change through personal growth.  One must 

satisfy basic needs first before progressing to satisfy higher growth needs—with the 

highest level of need being self-actualization (McLeod, 2007).  According to Maslow, 

self-actualization is referred to as “the person’s desire for self-fulfillment, namely, the 

tendency for him to become actualized in what he is potentially” (McLeod, 2007, p. 3).  

Maslow’s theory can be applied to the needs of teachers in order to better understand 

their motivations.  The ways in which fulfillment influences secondary teacher 

motivation contributes to the factors driving secondary teachers’ work and success 

throughout their careers. 

Professional Motivation 

Regarding professional motivation, teachers must always consider their 

relationships and responsibilities to students, parents, content matter, and curriculum 

standards.  Over the years, teachers have been assigned more and more responsibilities, 

while also being granted fewer and fewer rewards for their efforts (Richardson & Watt, 
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2006).  These responsibilities include collaborative work with students and other 

teachers, additional duty periods, and increased classroom enrollment.  Collaboration 

plays a significant role in the educational profession.  Individual teachers must build 

strong, trusting relationships with colleagues and students in order to be successful.  For 

some, collaboration with peers makes the job of teaching easier and more manageable.  

Not everybody works well with others, however, and social tensions often cause 

workplace stress in school settings.   

The high stakes testing world of the 21st century appear to be an additional source 

of stress, forcing teachers to worry about how student performance will impact their job 

status (Allegretto & Mishel, 2016).  In some instances, these stressors create a “me-

versus-the-world” mentality in individual teachers.  For example, Palmer (2007) found 

lower morale among teachers forced to rewrite curricula and learn new technologies, 

especially when undercompensated and denied strong roles in school decision-making 

processes.  In battling these outside forces, teachers may begin to antagonize everybody 

and everything around them. 

As Palmer (2007) also noted, teachers go through a daily routine of vulnerability 

(p. 17).  Secondary teachers must work to develop a connection to their subject matter as 

well as their students.  In doing so, they open themselves up to judgement and 

indifference (Palmer, 2007).  The judgement will be based upon their ability to build a 

rapport with students and successfully share their knowledge with students.   

Educating students is a daunting and often under-rewarded task.  As a result of 

this stress and lack of recognition, many educators lose motivation as teachers.  

According to the New Teacher Project, of the top 20% of effective teachers, half leave 
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their profession within five years (Coggins & Diffenbaugh, 2013).  Similarly, recent 

studies have shown teachers exhibit significantly less motivation than other professional 

groups (Neves & Lens, 2005).  Mertler (2002) found, for example, that 26% of teachers 

believe their fellow colleagues have never been sufficiently motivated to be teachers.  

This apparent epidemic of discouragement illustrates the need for research into the 

factors motivating secondary teachers. 

Despite the substantial demand for teachers, teaching does not rate high on the 

social status or salary scale ladders (Richardson & Watt, 2006).  As Remijan (2014) has 

stated, teaching is often thought of as a “flat profession” (p. 31).  In this case, “flat” refers 

to the fact secondary teacher salaries have not increased at the same rate as other 

professions in the same socioeconomic category.  According to Allegretto and Mishel 

(2016), teacher wages are now 17% lower than those of comparable professions.  In 

addition, the insufficient increase in wages is felt more by experienced teachers than 

those who are new to the profession (Allegretto & Mishel, 2016).  Given the absence of 

salary rewards, benefits, and opportunities for participation in decision making processes, 

schools find it difficult to recruit and retain quality teachers—especially in the face of 

more lucrative prospects in other fields.   

Beyond these material shortcomings, teachers must also confront popular 

conceptions which cast the teaching profession in an adverse light.  They must be able to 

move past the old adage first stated by George Bernard Shaw, for example: “He who can, 

does. He who cannot, teaches.” 

People often assume professional status and salary are not major motivational 

factors among teachers.   It is the hope of every parent and school leader that teachers 
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teach because of their affection for students, and because of their desires to be life-long 

learners themselves.  As Richardson and Watt (2006) have stated, the highest rated 

motivations for choosing the field of education include the opportunity teach others, the 

desire to contribute to society and shape the future, and the ability to work with students. 

Unfortunately, laudable motivators—such as working with young people and 

contributing to society—are countered by low salaries, lack of resources, and workplace 

isolation (Anthony & Ord, 2008, p. 2006).   

The research data provided by Brunetti’s Experienced Teacher Survey indicated 

teachers are highly motivated by the “satisfaction at seeing young people learn and 

grow,” which produced a mean score of 3.82 on a Likert scale of 4.00 (Brunetti, 2001).  

According to Brunetti (2001), working with adolescent students is the single most 

powerful motivator underlying a teacher’s decision to be a teacher in the classroom.  

Richardson and Watt (2006) indicated teachers use the overall experience of teaching to 

help find internal or intrinsic rewards.  However, according to Hohnbaum (2012), 

secondary teachers do not approach teaching as a professional duty like their elementary 

counterparts.  In essence, elementary teachers choose their career path to help shape the 

future and provide a contributory act to society (Dundar, 2014).  Meanwhile, secondary 

teachers rated the “joy of teaching [their] subject area” as very important, with a mean 

score of 3.68 out of 4.00 on the Likert scale.  They also rated “seeing students learn and 

grow” quite highly, at 3.77 (Marston, 2010, p. 441).  Comparatively, elementary teachers 

rated the “joy of teaching [their] subject area” at 3.32 and “seeing students learn and 

grow” at 3.85 (Marston, 2010).  In addition, secondary teachers reported other important 

characteristics of successful secondary teachers include being a parent and simply being 
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interesting while in front of the classroom. In comparison, elementary teachers focused 

more on being positive role models and fostering student growth (Haritos, 2004).  

 Stress plays a large role in the lives of teachers.  Teachers who show higher levels 

of job stress often show lower levels of job motivation (Neves & Lens, 2005).  For this 

reason, minimizing stress is crucial to the project of supporting teachers in joining and 

remaining in the field.  Friedman and Farber (1992) noted teachers who feel they are 

making an impact on students develop a feeling of being “consequential” and tend to 

manage this stress better than their counterparts (p. 33).  Similarly, this type of intrinsic 

motivational drive tends to lead to greater job satisfaction over all (Davis & Wilson, 

2000).   

Externally, Marston (2010) highlighted the importance of the “role of 

administration” in improving teacher motivation, finding secondary teachers rated the 

“importance of having a supportive administrator” a 3.01 out of 4.00 on the Likert scale 

(p. 443).  This rating is significantly lower than that of “joy of teaching [their] subject 

area,” however, which averaged 3.68.  This disparity needs to be analyzed, raising the 

question:  Why did the “joy of teaching [their] subject area” outweigh the “importance of 

having a supportive administrator” (Marston, 2010)?   

As Barbuto and Scholl (1998) explained, an intrinsic motivation is an aspect of 

the work itself that acts as the motivational force; employees are intrinsically motivated 

when they enjoy what they are doing.  This motivational force is crucial to both teachers 

and students.  If a teacher enjoys what they are doing, they are more likely to continue 

doing it.  Individuals who enjoy coming to work every day to interact with their 

colleagues, students, and administrators are more likely to be motivated to work hard.  
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School administrators who create a positive work climate for teachers, while also creating 

a positive learning environment for students, will reap benefits in teacher commitment 

and in student achievement. 

Subject Motivation 

 The literature review also revealed subject motivation is likely an influence 

separating secondary teachers from teachers at the elementary level.  A teacher’s chosen 

subject is an integral part of who they are as a teacher (Palmer, 2007).  Often, their spark 

of interest in this subject begins at an early age (Virta, 2002).  When they make the 

decision to become a secondary teacher, this spark often grows into a fire as they choose 

to focus all of their attention on a single subject area.  Secondary teachers are essentially 

experts in their curricula.  The subjects they teach, however, are as large and complex as 

life (Palmer, 2007).  Secondary teachers have to take and pass extensive qualification 

exams in order to be endorsed to teach in these specific content areas.  While a secondary 

teacher may teach multiple subjects within their content area, they rarely jump to a 

second content area outside of their focus.  For example, a math teacher may teach three 

sections of algebra I and two sections of geometry in one day of school.  These are two 

different subjects, but both fall within the content area of mathematics.  It is not common, 

on the other hand, for a secondary teacher to teach three sections of algebra I and two 

sections of biology.  This narrow focus stems in part from statutory or accreditation 

regulations requiring endorsement in each content area taught by an individual teacher.  

 Data from the Experienced Teacher Survey showed secondary teachers have a 

significantly higher response (3.68 out of 4.00 on the Likert scale) in the “joy in teaching 

[their] subject” category when compared to teachers at other levels (Marston, Brunetti, & 
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Courtney, 2005).  Secondary teachers also demonstrated an enthusiasm to share their 

subject expertise with their students (Lee, Cawthon, & Dawson, 2013).  They wanted 

others to enjoy their subject matter as much as they do.  This enthusiasm contrasted with 

the attitudes of elementary teachers, who were not typically considered to be experts in 

single subject areas.  If elementary teachers are thought of as content generalists, 

secondary teachers may be thought of as content specialists.  Secondary level content 

changes minimally over time, making it less critical for secondary teachers to make 

pedagogical changes throughout their career (Lee, Cawthon, & Dawson, 2013).  As Jarvis 

and Woodrow (2005) explained, math teachers are often less interested in having 

interactions with their students than they are in learning more math themselves.  As one 

mathematician stated in Palmer (2007), “Our primary responsibility is not to students but 

to mathematics: to preserve, create, and enhance good mathematics and to protect the 

subject for future generations” (p. 122).  Given this background, the researcher hoped to 

explore what it means to preserve, create, and enhance effective curriculum and how 

these goals compare to the goal of building student-teacher connectedness as motivating 

factors among secondary teachers.  Jarvis and Woodrow (2005) also noted only 7% of 

secondary English trainees and 10% of math trainees mentioned children in their 

responses to a questionnaire on why they teach.  Based on this research, it appears subject 

motivation is a dominant motivational factor in secondary teachers.   

The art of teaching requires more than the mastery of content.  A teacher must 

also successfully communicate content to their students (Kunter, Tsai, Klusman, Brunner, 

Krauss, & Baumert, 2008).  This practice is a learned instructional skill.  When a 

secondary teacher is motivated to learn content, but not how to teach it, their content 
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expertise is lost, and students do not benefit.  Successful teaching requires teachers to 

transfer their knowledge to their students.  If they are not motivated to learn how to 

differentiate instruction in order to transfer their knowledge to ensure student mastery, 

subject motivation is lost. 

Research also showed secondary teachers relish the opportunity for freedom and 

flexibility in the classroom more than their elementary counterparts do (Marston et al., 

2005, p. 475).  These findings are interesting given the amount of curriculum 

responsibility placed on an elementary school teacher.  This research also showed 

secondary teachers feel a profound sense of pride in their ability to share their specialized 

knowledge, as well as a duty to do so with their students (Brunetti, 2001).   

Evans (2011) posited:  

A stated desire to work with children, always cited with a ‘love’ of the subject, 

transforms the passion to engage with the topic into an eagerness to teach the 

topic, thus shifting the motivations to teach into a selfless, rather than selfish act. 

(p. 617)   

When properly executed in the classroom, the passion for a subject propels the subject, 

not the teacher (Palmer, 2007).  As one teacher in Brunetti (2001) stated, “There’s a war 

going on out there and in here, and in fact there really always has been.  And, I don’t 

favor going into a fight unarmed: and I’m best armed in English” (p. 63).  While 

elementary teachers may be better equipped for a war as a whole, secondary teachers are 

better equipped for a specific battle (Palmer, 2007).  When a teacher takes control of 

teaching and learning, fully owning the instruction and engagement in the classroom, 

neither weapons nor armor are needed to teach.  
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Collective Motivation 

In this study, collective motivation referred to factors influencing all members of 

the teaching profession.  Some examples of factors related to collective motivation 

include the number of years teaching, social influences, salary, and environment.  

According to Kocabas (2009), the number of years teaching clearly impacts teacher 

motivation.  The study found teachers with 21 years of experience or more are more 

motivated by competition amongst colleagues than are teachers with less than 20 years of 

teaching experience (Kocabas, 2009).  This disparity suggests teachers with high levels of 

seniority may need some external influences to remain motivated in their relationships 

with their students.   

Jarvis and Woodrow (2005) indicated for prospective math, science, and 

technology teachers, financial incentives and career stability are the most motivating 

factors.  They found individuals with the certification to teach these particular areas have 

likely become secondary teachers because of their subject expertise rather than out of a 

desire to work with students.  Other studies have found salary rate may be an impetus to 

choose teaching as a career for these same candidates (Manuel & Hughes, 2006).  Low 

teaching salaries may therefore have an especially devastating impact on efforts to recruit 

and retain teachers in these subject areas.  In fact, Allegretto and Mishel (2016) reported 

the weekly wages of public school teachers were 17% lower than those of comparable 

workers at the time of their study.  They noted this disparity had increased dramatically 

since 1994, when teacher wages were just 1.8% lower than those of comparable workers 

(p. 1). 
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Kocabas’s (2009) study also revealed other areas in which seniority impacts 

teacher motivation.  Teachers with 11 to 20 years of experience indicated at a much 

higher rate that a positive school environment was a factor in their motivation.  However, 

teachers with 21 or more years of experience did not rate positive school environment 

very highly as a motivator (Kocabas, 2009).  The findings of the VITAE (Variations in 

Teachers’ Work and Lives and Their Effects on Pupils) study revealed a greater decline 

in teacher commitment in teachers who had been in the field of education for 24 or more 

years (Day, Sammons, & Gu, 2008).  Correspondingly, Mertler (2002) indicated teachers 

at the beginning of a career tend to be more satisfied with teaching than those with 

decades of experience.   

School leaders must acknowledge this decline in motivation could have a direct 

impact on student learning in the classroom.  If veteran teachers are no longer motivated 

by the success of their students in the classroom, school leaders must find ways to either 

encourage their departure from the profession or to rekindle their motivation in order to 

increase student achievement.  Rekindling their motivation can be a challenging task 

because their fear of job loss often decreases significantly over time due to tenure or 

continuing contract status (Finnegan & Gross, 2007). 

Further research specific to secondary teachers is needed in this area to assist 

school leaders in motivating teachers as they accumulate years of experience and become 

less fearful of losing their jobs.   

Motivation Through Self-Efficacy 

 Teacher self-efficacy is a research topic that has been covered extensively.  It is a 

critical aspect of teacher motivation, however, and continues to warrant further 
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discussion.  Many teachers choose to teach as a means of personal fulfillment.  Teachers 

who have unwavering confidence in their ability to teach and educate children suffer less 

burnout than their colleagues do (Friedman & Barber, 1992).  Because of their extensive 

time spent learning and teaching specific content, secondary teachers might be expected 

to have this confidence and self-efficacy.  Research illustrates this is not the case.  

According to Lee et al. (2012), self-efficacy is more prevalent among elementary teachers 

than it is among secondary teachers. While secondary teachers in this study were more 

often confident in their abilities to teach specific content, they also tended to lack 

confidence in the area of classroom management (Lee et al., 2012).  Secondary teachers 

are tasked with the complex project of teaching more difficult content to more mature 

students—who may lack the motivation to become active participants in their learning 

(Lee et al., 2012).  This apathy leads to less teacher motivation and even less student 

achievement. School leaders may be able to intervene to solve this problem if they know 

and understand the possible motivational factors of secondary teachers. 

Other Possible Sources of Motivation  

The expectancy theory posits individuals are motivated to act in a certain way 

because of the outcomes they expect (Vroom, 1964).  Finnegan and Gross have made the 

argument that an individual’s motivation is dependent on their valuation of an expected 

goal and on their expectation that the goal is achievable (Finnegan & Gross, 2007, p. 

598).   A teacher’s motivation to act on a specific mandate such as No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB), for example, is dependent on their view of the possible benefits.  Similarly, the 

current Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) will have a significant impact on the 

direction of education.  The ESSA seeks to provide all students with an equal education 
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and provides equity to disadvantaged and high needs students (ESSA, 2015).  Teachers 

who are motivated to help all students achieve at their full academic ability will be able to 

commit and comply to ESSA easier than NCLB.  

According to Watt and Richardson (2007), expectancy value theorists believe task 

valuations and success expectancies are major predictors in professional motivation.  The 

research completed in this study sheds additional light on secondary teacher motivations 

and on the ways in which they compare to the expectancy theory research already 

completed in this area. 

Motivational Effects of Educational Reform 

 Educational reform policies and reports, such as NCLB and the report, A Nation 

at Risk, have targeted teacher accountability and student performance.  The premise of 

NCLB was to forcefully motivate teachers to perform at higher levels with specific 

attention to raising student outcomes.  Teachers and schools who failed to do so were 

threatened with state and/or federal consequences (Finnegan & Gross, 2007).  The threat 

of outside forces making their way into the school environment, coupled with the 

pressures of federal and state mandates, weighs heavily on the minds of potential 

teachers.  Due to the demands in their daily lives, teachers frequently become scapegoats 

for problems having nothing to do with teaching or learning (Palmer, 2007).  Despite 

threats from policymakers, however, many teachers are motivated to teach out of a desire 

to work with students and to build a better society. 
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Summary 

There is a range of motivational factors that drive teachers to become and remain 

secondary teachers.  Neves and Lens (2005) stated the motivation to teach is fundamental 

to the teaching and learning process.  Not all teachers are motivated to effectively instruct 

in the classroom. Their lack of motivation clearly influences the learning process for 

students.  For some, the motivation to teach may stem from extrinsic and collective 

motivators, such as financial stability, job stability, or days off in the summer and during 

holidays. 

The specific motivational factors driving secondary teachers are not as clearly 

defined as those for elementary teachers.  Elementary school teachers predominately 

choose to teach because they love children, because they desire to help shape the minds 

of the future, and because they see an opportunity to contribute positively to society 

(Dundar, 2015).  Secondary teachers, on the other hand, use teaching as a means to 

continue studying the content they love (Virta, 2002).  Their focus on content does not 

indicate an unwillingness to positively interact with their students (Kunter et al., 2008).  

The concern they may not place a great enough emphasis on teacher-student 

relationships, however, led to this research study. 

While the specialized knowledge and understanding of secondary teachers is 

valuable, knowledge in itself does not always translate to effective teaching and student 

achievement.  As Kunter et al. (2008) have stated, “Teaching requires more than the 

acquisition of knowledge, it must also be communicated successfully” (p. 470).  A 

teacher’s communicative skills are crucial to improving classroom instruction at the 

secondary level.  As Palmer (2007) has stated, “We rarely consider that our students may 
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die in our classrooms because we use methods that assume they are dead” (p. 42). 

Teachers who have specialized knowledge in a curricular area and the desire to build 

positive relationships with students are more likely to be successful in the classroom.  

Building positive rapport with students and gaining their trust is just as important as the 

knowledge of content.  Persuading secondary teachers to buy into this idea and put as 

much emphasis on the students as they do their content will go a long way to increasing 

student achievement (Palmer, 2007).  Conceived out of this understanding, this study 

investigated the motivational factors that drive individuals to become and remain 

secondary teachers—with the objective of providing administrators with the information 

and guidance necessary to improve classroom instruction at the secondary level.   
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CHAPTER THREE: PROJECT METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

 This chapter provides a thorough description of the methodology process used to 

complete this Dissertation in Practice.  In order to assist readers, the chapter is organized 

into sections which explain in detail how this research study was completed.   

Proposed Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to explore the factors motivating individuals to 

become and remain secondary teachers. The literature review revealed it is important for 

administrators to understand both why a teacher may decide to be a secondary teacher 

and why they choose to teach a particular content area.  This micro-ethnographic 

qualitative research study focused on the motivations that drive a teacher to choose to 

become and remain a secondary teacher and on ways administrators might use this 

knowledge of teacher motivation to improve classroom instruction.  Often, secondary 

teachers focus on being experts in a particular content area, but not on sharpening 

classroom instructional strategies.  In some cases, secondary teachers become teachers, so 

they can concentrate on a content area they enjoy.  This research study sought to support 

efforts to tie this love of content with effective classroom instruction and maximized 

teacher motivation.   

 At the onset, a semi-structured interview process was completed (Appendix C).  The 

participants interviewed were secondary teachers who had agreed to participate in this 

study.  All interviews were transcribed by an outside source and coded by the researcher.  

The researcher first read the transcripts while taking notes in the margins of each 

interview.  After taking notes on each completed interview, the researcher looked for 
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common categories and themes.  Following this emergent coding process, a follow-up 

questionnaire was provided to all interviewees.  The questionnaire sent to all 10 

participants was adapted from Brunetti’s Experienced Teacher Survey (2001).  The 

Experienced Teacher Survey served as a model for the creation of the questionnaire.  

Questions were not identically worded, but much of the content of the questions for the 

questionnaire derived from reading through the Experienced Teacher Survey.  For 

example, the Experience Teacher Survey asked teachers to rate their satisfaction in 

working with young people while the questionnaire for this research asked teachers to 

strongly agree or strongly disagree to the statement “I became a teacher because I wanted 

to work with kids.”  The Experienced Teacher Survey provided the researcher with a 

foundation of desired questions, and the researcher adapted these questions to fit this 

research study. The questionnaire was created using a Google form to allow for easy 

distribution and analysis.  The development of the questionnaire was based on the need 

for an additional data collection source to assist in triangulating data from the semi-

structured interviews.  Unfortunately, participant response was limited as only four out of 

the ten participants responded.  However, the participants who did respond provided data 

that was consistent with data obtained through the semi-structured interviews.   

Following the semi-structured interview and the questionnaire, the researcher 

considered using a method similar to the Q-method to determine interviewee reactions to 

particular educational topics.  McFarland (2014) described the Q-Method as a mixed 

methods approach in five stages: 

1. collection of statements (semi-structured interviews), 
2. Q-sorts based on sample of statements, 
3. P-sample of selected participants, 
4. card sort, and 
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5. analysis and interpretation of data. 
 

The decision on whether or not to implement the Q-method was not made until after the 

completion of the semi-structured interviews.  After the completion of the semi-

structured interviews, it was determined the Q-Method was not necessary.   

 In order to gain a complete representation of secondary teacher motivations, this 

study examined common themes and categories through the use of a semi-structured 

interview and a questionnaire.  As the themes and categories developed, they led to 

concrete conclusions.   

Research Questions 

 This qualitative study explored the ways in which secondary teacher motivations 

influence classroom instruction.  The primary research question for this study was: What 

are the motivating factors that drive individuals to become and remain secondary 

teachers?  The secondary questions to be answered included:  

• How does secondary teacher motivation change over the span of a teaching career? 

• Are teachers at the secondary level of education more driven by their curriculum or 

by their relationships with students? 

• What role do school leaders play in maintaining teacher motivation? 

• Does the number of years teaching in the classroom impact secondary teacher 

motivation? 

Proposed Research Design 

A micro-ethnographic qualitative research design was utilized for this research 

study, providing a focus on the personal perspectives of individual participants (Roberts, 

2010).  Ethnographic research focuses on the habitual interactions within a locality.  The 
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overall analysis of an ethnographic study does not, however, need to remain fixed on the 

specific locality, but may be extrapolated to comment on broader trends and realities 

(Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007).  This methodology was chosen in order to ascertain the 

motivations of secondary teachers to join and remain in the field of education.  In this 

case, the data collected were the words, opinions, and feelings of the participants 

(Roberts, 2010).   

The thought that secondary teachers entered the field of education in order to 

‘continue teaching and learning the content they love’— rather than entering the field of 

education for the ‘love of students’ or out of the ‘desire to want to make a difference in 

the lives of students’—required significant study in order to help address the success 

rates of secondary classrooms and schools (Brunetti, 2001). 

Proposed Participants 

The participants in this study were secondary teachers.  It was important to gather 

information on what motivated secondary teachers to enter and remain in the field of 

education.  In order to accomplish this task, an intentional selection of participants was 

necessary.  In an ethnographic study, documenting the practices or perspectives of those 

who are “in the know” is considered to be a best practice if the study does not involve a 

full immersion into the culture or community (Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007).  In order 

to provide the most rounded and widely applicable results, the study required participants 

from a variety of backgrounds. 

The identification of the endorsement areas for each teacher in each separate 

building was also useful to this study.  This information was gathered through the 

provision of teacher lists by each administrator and through the subsequent use of the 
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query system provided by the Virginia Department of Education.  Endorsement areas are 

the subjects in which teachers are qualified to teach according to the Virginia Department 

of Education.  Identifying the endorsement areas for teachers provided an awareness of 

each teacher’s course content and their qualification to teach single or multiple levels or 

subjects.  This information was relevant because the choice to teach a specific content at 

the secondary level may have been a significant indicator of a secondary teacher’s 

motivations to teach.   

 Purposeful selection of teachers was achieved through the identification of a 

diverse range of schools and school employees.  As a research method, purposeful 

selection refers to the intentional selection of participants that provide the best help to 

understanding the problem (Creswell, 2014).  To obtain the best results, multiple high 

schools were researched in order to best determine what motivates a secondary teacher to 

join and remain in the field of education across contexts.  The selected schools included 

but were not limited to those with the following characteristics: low income, Title I, rural, 

urban, high performing, low performing, location in districts with four or more high 

schools, and location in districts with just one high school.  Specific selection of schools 

was made to provide well-balanced representation of schools.   

Once each school was identified and permission had been granted to complete 

research in the building, the research process moved forward to the selection and 

interviewing of secondary teachers.  The selection of teacher participants was based on 

the content areas of their curricula.  The goal was to interview secondary teachers from 

all four major content areas (math, science, English, and history) in order to gain an 

understanding of their common and divergent motivations. 
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 Permission was required to enter each school to interview teachers.  A permission 

letter was provided to each school prior to entering for the interviews (Appendix A).  In 

addition, a separate consent letter was provided to each participant, detailing the purpose 

of the study and the ways in which their participation would be used (Appendix B).   

Data Collection 

Data was collected through semi-structured personal interviews with teachers who 

agreed to participate in the study.  The semi-structured interview questions were adapted 

from Brunetti’s (2001) Experienced Teacher Survey. Some of the initial data gathering 

questions mirrored the Experienced Teacher Survey.  Beyond the initial questions, the 

Experienced Teacher Survey served as a guide for creating questions to meet the 

particular needs of this research study.   For example, the following semi-structured 

interview questions were all derived from the Experienced Teacher Survey: the impact on 

a teacher’s social life, the positive and negative experiences of a secondary teacher, and 

the consideration of leaving the teaching profession.  While the wording was never exact, 

the content of some interview questions was similar.  The main purpose of these 

interviews was to gain insight into the motivations of secondary teachers and 

administrators.  Additional sub-topics of the interview questions included: (a) grade 

levels taught, (b) student teaching experiences, (c) methodology courses taken, and (d) 

influences keep participants in the teaching profession.   

While an interview protocol had been created (Appendix C), it became necessary 

to adjust questions based the answers provided during the semi-structured interviews.  A 

particular virtue of the ethnographic research was its flexibility in responding to local 

expectations (Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007).  In fact, the researcher recognized 
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ethnographic research could be structured like a funnel.  Over time, the research 

methodology could be transformed to bring the purpose and outcome of the study into 

clear focus—providing a thorough exploration through a definitive research structure 

(Hammersly & Atkinson, 2007).  In order to maximize this advantage, the researcher was 

an active listener, reflecting and adapting over the course of interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews began by inquiring about the participants’ current 

topics of pedagogy.  The interviews included questions about how long study participants 

had been in the profession, which levels and subjects they had taught, and what had 

initially motivated them to become teachers.  Each interview was recorded and then 

transcribed by an outside source.  The researcher immediately began a coding process, 

applying categories and themes to the organization of the transcriptions and the notes 

taken during the interviews.  After all semi-structured interviews were completed, an 

additional questionnaire (Appendix D) was provided to the interviewees as a means of 

gathering additional information and insight, which was used for triangulation.  The 

researcher hoped to find common trends and themes between the interviews and 

questionnaires.  This process also provided the researcher with insight into the question 

of whether or not the Q-method of data collection would be necessary. 

Since it may have been necessary to adjust the semi-structured interviews based 

on the answers provided, an emergent design was necessary.  Creswell (2014) stated an 

emergent design cannot be prescribed, and some or all phases of research may need to be 

adapted based upon the data collected.  Furthermore, Herr and Anderson (2015) stated 

research can be messy and unpredictable.   The researcher’s reactions and methods of 

ongoing decision-making became essential to the inquiry process.  
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Ethical Considerations 

Prior to collection of data, approval was received from the Creighton University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB).   Upon receipt of this approval, all participants 

received a consent form for review prior to fully committing to participation in this 

research study.  Throughout the process, anonymity of participants was honored.  This 

anonymity was accomplished through the use of fictitious names.  No identifiable data 

was provided about the participants.  Additionally, the names of schools employing 

participants were masked to protect the confidentiality of the schools and their 

employees. 

The researcher also needed to consider the ethical and practical implications of 

conducting this study while serving in the role of a high school principal.  While the 

teachers interviewed were not on the researcher’s staff, they may have had reservations 

about talking with a current secondary principal regarding their teaching motivations.  It 

became essential that the participants trust the researcher to keep all information and data 

confidential and to ensure results would be used solely as a means of learning more about 

and enhancing secondary teacher motivations.   

Reflections of the Researcher 

 This topic was chosen because of the researcher’s experiences within the field of 

education over the past 18 years.  The researcher’s career as a teacher has included eight 

years as a fourth grade elementary school teacher, three years as a middle school assistant 

principal, five years as a middle school principal, and four years as a high school 

principal.  These experiences provided the researcher with personal insight into the 

motivations of teachers at different levels.   
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The researcher’s personal background knowledge also shaped the researcher’s 

interpretations of teacher motivation (Creswell, 2015).  Going into this research study, 

the researcher believed in the presence of extreme differences between elementary 

teacher experiences and motivations and secondary school teacher experiences and 

motivations—the one constant being the need for student-teacher relationships.  The 

researcher saw the relationship between a teacher and their students as critical to student 

success.  This view led the researcher to explore the motivational factors that drive a 

teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher 

Summary 

This research study explored the motivating factors that drive a teacher to become 

and remain a secondary teacher.  A micro-ethnological qualitative research study was 

used as a means to determine the motivational factors influencing teachers to choose 

careers at the secondary level.  This process included semi-structured interviews that 

were transcribed and coded immediately.  Throughout this study, emergent changes 

became necessary, depending on the data collected.  Following the semi-structured 

interviews, a questionnaire was sent to the participants.  The purpose of this questionnaire 

was to cross reference the interview data for consistent trends and categories.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 
 

Introduction 
 

As stated in Chapter One, the purpose of this study was to identify the motivating 

factors that drive teachers to become and remain secondary teachers.  Chapter Four 

contributes to this objective through the presentation and analysis of participant answers 

to the research questions posed.  Their answers provided themes and categories to assist 

in answering the proposed research questions.  Furthermore, Chapter Four provides 

readers with the difficulties and breakthrough moments of this research study.   

A Closer Look at the Participants 
 

The participants who volunteered to be included in this study were all secondary 

school teachers.  Table 1 provides further detail about each candidate. 

Table 1 

Participants Information 

Gender Years of 
Experience 

Content 
Taught 

Student 
Teaching 

Career 
Switcher 

(Y/N) 
License 

1 - Male 11 Science 0 Y 
Earth & 
Space 

Science 

2 - Male 13 Math 1 semester N * Math & 
Physics 

3 - 
Female 18 Science 0 Y Chemistry 

4 - 
Female 22 English 1 semester N * English 
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5 - 
Female 13 English 1 semester N English 

6 - Male 34 Science 9 months N* 

General 
Math, 

Biology, 
Earth and 

Space 
Science 

7 - 
Female 20 Math 0 N* Math 

8 – 
Female 2 Math 1 semester N Math 

9 – Male 22 Math 1 semester N Math 

10 – 
Female 5 English 0 N English K-

12 

 
*Notes a switch in majors while attending college…did not start in major of 
education 
 

Table 1.1 provides key interview participant information, including: years of experience, 

license, and the presence or absence of a career switch.  

Research Steps 
 

The researcher made initial contact with potential participants by reaching out to 

multiple school districts via email.  In response to his inquiries, district liaisons provided 

the email addresses of all the secondary teachers in their school districts.  Interested 

teachers then responded by email to establish interview times and locations.   
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Those who agreed to be interviewed were assigned pseudonyms, such as D1 and 

D2, to be used for the remainder of the research project.  The identities of the participants 

were protected because of IRB ethical considerations.  Interviews took place in a variety 

of locations, including classrooms, school offices, coffee shops, and libraries.  These 

sessions were recorded using an iPhone and then transcribed using the transcription 

services of iScribed.com.  Completed transcriptions were saved using the assigned 

pseudonyms and then uploaded to the coding program Atlas.ti. 

In his first reading of the transcriptions, the researcher created open quotations as 

a means of highlighting interesting participant comments, adding notes where 

appropriate.  Interesting comments were determined by the overall relevance to the 

motivations of secondary teachers.  In his second reading, the researcher created over 350 

codes in order to categorize these comments, linking each comment to one or more codes.  

The codes were then organized into code groups based on their commonalities.  Some 

codes were placed in multiple code groups because of the necessity for crossover.  

Further investigation into the codes and quotations led to the merging of some code 

groups in order to facilitate more appropriate data organization and analysis.   

In order to fully organize the resulting research data in preparation for writing 

about the findings, the researcher created a thematic chart as suggested by Bloomberg 

and Vope in their work on Completing Your Qualitative Dissertation (Bloomberg & 

Vope, 2016, p. 212-213).  The thematic chart was organized by the established code 

groups and contained the following information: theme, overview, findings, participant 

perspectives, and findings to actions.  A full overview of this thematic chart can be found 

in Appendix F. 
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The researcher then used Atlas.ti to create networks, providing a visual 

representation of the codes and code group relationships.  When possible, these 

visualizations were added to the research findings to help present meaningful data to the 

reader.  Often, the networks failed either because of user error or because of the inability 

to connect codes with code groups or code groups with quotations.  These failures led the 

researcher to use other ways of representing findings through self-created charts and 

graphs.  

The final code groups were evaluated using the Reports feature in Atlas.ti.  

Atlas.ti reports provided the researcher with a list of codes, comments, and open 

quotations within each code group.  The reports provided information such as: who said 

what, code numbers, and possible linkages.  These reports were printed and then hand 

coded to determine more precise commonalities within each group. 

Research Question Review and Findings 

To review, the main research question to be answered in this research study was: 

What are the motivating factors that drive a teacher to become and remain a secondary 

teacher?   

The findings associated with each of the four secondary research questions are 

discussed throughout this chapter.  Because of their shared content, the following 

research questions and answers have been combined: 

• How does secondary teacher motivation change over the span of a teaching 

career? 

• Does the number of years teaching in the classroom impact secondary teacher 

motivation? 
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Based on the answers provided by the participants, the motivation to remain a 

secondary teacher does not appear to correspond to length of time spent teaching.  While 

participant answers suggest other factors, such as administration, workload, and pay 

impact teacher motivation, the number of years teaching does not appear to have an 

effect.  This conclusion was reached by analyzing the answers provided by the 

participants and the overall correlation between each factor of teacher motivation. 

Interview participants included teachers who were in their second year of teaching 

and others who had been teaching for more than three decades.  In all cases, their 

motivations to be secondary teachers were affected by other factors not related to years of 

experience.  Participants expressed both preparation for the first year of teaching and also 

reflection upon its completion were of much greater importance.  Multiple participants 

reflected on their own experiences and stated, for example, their first year of teaching had 

been much tougher than expected and their successful completion of coursework and 

student teaching had not fully prepared them for a full-time position in the classroom 

(D8).  Given their responses, being underprepared to be a secondary teacher appears to 

have a greater impact on motivation than the overall number of years teaching.  

Participant D8 also stated the opportunity to reflect upon what had gone well and what 

had not during a new teacher’s first semester allowed them to better address their overall 

stress.  

• Are teachers at the secondary level of education more driven by their 

curricula or by their relationships with students? 

This question resulted in some of the most interesting data points and findings in this 

study, producing participant comments associated with the code groups of “building 
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relationships” and “content authority.”  Participants found it difficult to distinguish 

between these two sources of motivation because both their relationships with students 

and their commitments to their fields had played a significant role in their careers as 

secondary educators. 

Table 2 compares the incidence of these two motivating factors in participant 

answers to interview questions.  The data for this graph was collected by creating a 

separate network within Atlas.ti using these code groups.  The researcher then ran a 

report with all of the comments and quotations and printed the report for review.  While 

reviewing this report, the researcher highlighted the comments and quotes that focused on 

building relationships in yellow and those that focused on content authority in blue.  

Finally, the researcher counted the comments and quotes in each category and created a 

simple graph comparing their prevalence.  A more thorough explanation of these findings 

will be presented later in this chapter. 

Table 2 

Building Relationships vs. Content Authority 
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• What role do school leaders play in maintaining teacher motivation? 

Overwhelmingly, the participants in this research study indicated administrators who 

provided teachers with consistent support helped to maintain, but not to increase their 

motivation to remain in the field.  Additionally, participants stated administrators who 

clearly made connections with students and created a positive school climate helped to 

sustain teacher motivation, but not to increase it.  Participants also felt administrators 

could successfully increase their motivation through the provision of consistent and 

constructive feedback.  D3 stated that if administration successfully built teachers up, the 

teachers would follow them anywhere.  Another participant felt outside of constructive 

feedback, the administration should stay out of his hair and let him manage his own 

classroom (D2).  Another stated it was important administrators never stray too far from 

their own time in the classroom (D6).  They explained that if administrators became too 

far removed, they would lose sight of what it was like to be a classroom teacher.  

Administration would not have insight into the experiences and issues their teachers 

might need them to address as administrators.  I found this to be an interesting point of 

view and one that may deserve further research. 

Presentation of the Findings 
Career Switchers 
 

Only 20% of participants can be considered to be true career switchers.  When 

including the participants who switched fields of study while in college, however, this 

percentage increases to 50%.  This data indicates half of the interviewed secondary 

teachers did not start out with the ambition of being an educational professional.   

As in other fields, secondary teacher career switchers face multiple difficulties 

when attempting to become certified secondary teachers.  First, career switchers in 
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secondary education must demonstrate they meet state standards of knowledge in subject-

specific content, usually by passing the PRAXIS exam and by taking at least one 

introductory educational course.  These requirements vary and are determined by each 

state.   

The PRAXIS exam can be taken in the area with which the candidate is most 

familiar.  This exam process is one example of the systemic focus on secondary teacher 

content knowledge.  In the case of a career switcher, the candidate chooses to 

demonstrate their professional expertise in a content area by passing the PRAXIS exam.  

It should be noted during the research process, career switchers indicated they would 

have liked additional means of demonstrating their expertise in a specific area (D1).  For 

example, D1 had been a college professor in West Virginia as well as an oil geologist in 

Colorado.  These types of experiences could be taken into consideration when 

determining the qualifications of a person looking to make a career switch to become a 

secondary Earth Science or Environment Science teacher.  Currently, however, potential 

career switchers from the corporate world are likely to find the process required for 

certification to be overwhelming and demeaning. 

Despite the inflexibility of exam requirements, career switchers face few 

requirements around professional training in education.  This lack of requirements 

corresponds to a lack of opportunity for career switchers to access training, student 

teaching, and other beneficial methods courses.  The well-documented teacher shortage 

has led state departments of education to focus on quickly meeting the constant demand 

for new teachers rather than providing opportunities for career switchers to gain practical 

experience in the classroom.   Thoughts on professional training for teachers, or lack 
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thereof, came up throughout the participant interviews and will be covered more 

extensively later in this research study. 

Content Knowledge vs. Building Relationships 

Building Relationships 

Building positive relationships with students was the most frequently cited factor 

in secondary teacher motivation during this research study.  D1 stated once they had 

“figured out in high school it is mostly about getting to know the students, [that] you 

can’t really be detached, things started to click in the classroom.”   Similarly, both D8 

and D1 noted they get more response from students when they know their teachers are 

“getting to know them and paying attention to them.”  This dedication to building 

relationships might be demonstrated by showing up at athletic events or concerts, or by 

showing an interest in spending a little more time outside of the classroom helping 

students to be successful.  D4 suggested it is equally important to join students in the 

learning process, rather than merely imparting information on them as an authority figure.  

She stated, “It is great to know the content, we need that, but it’s better if you’re willing 

to keep learning with the students.”  D8 took this a step further, stating secondary 

teachers must demonstrate they are not going to give up on kids even at their lowest 

point.  This research has found student success helps to increase or maintain teacher 

motivation. 

In addition to building relationships with students, participants expressed a desire 

to be a positive representative for students and to offer knowledge and support based on 

shared experience.  Q4 indicated, for example, one of her main motivations to move from 

the elementary level to the secondary level was the observation that “secondary students 
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needed an African American representative at that level.”  She felt African American 

students needed teachers who could be role models and who could connect to their 

experiences.  Q3 also expressed the necessity of relating to the experience of students, 

explaining even older students need someone to “have a conversation that goes like ‘you 

know, when I was in high school’…” Remember, Palmer (2007) states, “Good teaching 

is an act of hospitality toward the young, the hospitality is always an act that benefits the 

host even more than the guest.  The teacher’s hospitality to the student results in a world 

more hospitable to the teacher” (51).  

Administrative Role  

According to the answers provided by the research participants, administrators 

have very little to do with their overall teacher motivation.  While they can impact 

motivation indirectly by providing support and resources, their direct impact is limited.  

Four main themes emerged in participant comments about the role of administrators in 

their motivations as teachers: 

1. Administrators have very little impact on their level of motivation. 

2. They look for administrators to be supportive, not motivational. 

3. They look for administrators to create a positive school climate. 

4. They would like to see more professional development in classroom management, 

in conflict resolution, and in meeting students’ social and emotional needs.  

Throughout the research study, participants were not particularly concerned with 

the role of administration in impacting their levels of motivation.  As stated earlier, D2 

indicated it was best for administrators to “just stay out of [the] way.”  Furthermore, D6 
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stated “administrators are too far removed from the classroom” to have an impact on his 

own motivation.   

 Participants did, however, note administrators could be helpful in providing 

support and in creating a positive school climate.  These contributions may not directly 

affect their motivation, but do so indirectly by generating positive emotions and greater 

inclination to be more productive inside and outside of the classroom.   

As stated earlier, many of the participants were either career switchers or received 

no student teaching for other reasons.  Given this background, the participants admitted 

they have relied primarily on their content knowledge and experience as their means of 

facilitating student learning in the classroom.  As D3 indicated, the career switchers 

“received no educational background at all.”  In some cases, the job market forced these 

individuals into the field of education.  For example, D1 stated that in his job search, he 

ran into 400 professional geologists applying for one job at the United States Geological 

Survey.  He did not feel he would be able to break through that noise.  D1 also stated, 

however, “Once you become an expert in an area, you want to share it.”  This statement 

also rang true for those participants who began their education and careers as secondary 

teachers.  D5 explained, “I went into the profession that I am most comfortable with.”  

The difference between these two groups was the participants who started in the 

education wanted to share their expertise with students, not in the corporate world.  

Career switchers eventually came to the same conclusions, but only after spending time 

in the corporate world.  

Further complicating the field of secondary education is the lack of training all 

teachers receive in the areas of pedagogy and classroom management.  Most of the 
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participants stated they wished they had received more training or experience in 

classroom management.  D3 indicated “prior to entering the classroom as full-time 

teacher, she had taken one course in classroom management and that is all she had under 

her belt.”  D5 indicated she did not learn until her master’s degree coursework how little 

she technically knew about pedagogy.  These shortcomings reveal an opportunity for 

administrative intervention.  Administrators can play a crucial role in providing 

secondary teachers with training and professional development opportunities.   

Participants also reported inadequate training around pedagogy and best 

classroom practices.  Lee, Cawthon, & Dawson (2013) have argued teachers need to 

make few pedagogical changes over the course of their careers because secondary level 

content changes minimally over time.  D2 agreed that as a secondary teacher, “you are 

pretty much an authority on what you are talking about.”  Many participants pointed out, 

however, their mastery of course content had not prepared them to employ the varying 

pedagogical strategies necessary to a classroom environment.  While authoritative 

knowledge is a requirement for secondary teachers, a teacher’s abilities to impart 

knowledge on students depends on their access to pedagogical skills.  The absence or 

deficiency of pedagogy and/or classroom management training makes it difficult for them 

to teach the whole child. 

As Lee et al. (2012) have explained, secondary teachers often lack confidence in 

this area and in classroom management.  In fact, more than half of the participants 

indicated they would have benefited—and would currently benefit—from specific 

training in classroom management, pedagogy, and conflict resolution.  A quick look at 

Table 1.1 reveals at least four of the research participants had never student taught, 
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meaning prior to working as teachers, they had never experienced what it was like to be 

the lead figure in a classroom.  D1 explained, “The total amount of training I had to be a 

teacher started in the middle of May when I started taking my courses to upgrade my 

provisional license.”  Bear in mind that he had already taught from August to May 

without this training.   

Along with inadequate training, participants also reported a lack of support from 

colleagues early in their teaching.  D1 stated, for example, that he had “expected to be 

handed an organized curriculum,” but was given no such resources.  He elaborated by 

saying, “It seems kind of like one of those operations where nobody is going to get to 

know you until they know you are going to be around” (D1).  Additionally, D4 stated the 

opportunity to collaborate with colleagues had been offered on paper, but he had not seen 

it successfully executed.  These findings have led to the proposed solutions provided in 

Chapter Five of this research study.   

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 
 

This research was completed by interviewing secondary teachers and using the 

resulting qualitative data to find patterns and themes in sources of motivation.  The 

purpose of this research was to gain better insight into the motivating factors of 

secondary teachers and into potential means of applying this information to more 

successfully recruiting and retaining secondary teachers.  

As a former elementary school teacher, middle school administrator, and high 

school administrator, I came into this research study with an abundance of biases.  

Putting these biases aside and letting the research guide the way proved to be a 

challenging task.  My numerous reviews of interviews and data, however, allowed me to 
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identify more clearly the patterns and themes found within the data without relying on my 

biases.  Over time, three major themes emerged within the data as areas helpful to 

understanding teacher motivation: (a) motivational change, (b) administrative role, (c) 

content vs. relationships.  See Thematic Interactions in Appendix (G). 

Motivational Change 
 
 For the purposes of this research study, motivational change is defined as the 

alteration of a secondary teacher’s reasons for being a secondary teacher.  The interviews 

revealed seven factors relevant to motivational change.  Four of these categories are 

isolated to the theme of motivational change: academic background, years of experience, 

family, and social life.  Three others intersect with the other two themes: teacher training, 

teacher pay, and classroom management.  I will begin the analysis of motivational change 

with the four isolated categories.  

 It should come as no surprise that academic background significantly impacted 

the motivations of participants.  Secondary teachers must be content experts to receive 

their certification, and so must have significant background and interest in the subject 

matter they plan to teach.  As discussed earlier, a teacher’s chosen subject is an integral 

part of who they are as a teacher (Palmer, 2007).  Their academic interests have often 

dictated their choice of college, their area of study, and their career pathway.  Whether 

they are a career switcher or a lifelong educator, they are very likely to teach content 

connected to their academic background.  

 Unlike academic background, the length of teaching career appears to have very 

little to do with overall teacher motivation.  Earlier research by Kocabas (2009) indicated 

teachers with 11 or more of years teaching experience are motivated by a positive school 
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climate.  This study suggests, however, teachers at all levels of experience desire a 

positive school climate.  Among participants, years teaching did not have a direct 

correlation with teacher motivation.   

Participants went on to explain that federally mandated educational changes had 

had a much greater impact on their motivations than the number of years teaching had.  

More than one participant noted policies seemed to increasingly place greater demands 

on teachers and lesser demands on students.  

 It is also useful to examine the motivations of career switchers in turning to 

secondary education. Two of the participants in this study are career switchers, while four 

others changed their majors while in college.  What led them to make these decisions?  

For the two career switchers, stress in their previous professions and in the job market 

drove them to consider teaching.  One found education due to the absence of 

opportunities in his former field.  The other career switcher felt the need to remove 

herself from the cutthroat world of scientific research before she lost the ability to find a 

less stressful path.  Both stumbled across secondary education with little to no field of 

education courses and absolutely no teacher training.   

 The last two isolated areas relevant to motivational change are family and social 

life.  Again, according to this research, neither of these areas appears to have a significant 

impact on secondary teacher motivation.  In fact, a large majority of the participants 

responded they had the full support of their family regarding their continuous pursuit of 

secondary teaching.  Furthermore, they expressed the impact on their social life was 

minimal to non-existent.  This was a surprise to the researcher, who is keenly aware of 

the time required to be a successful secondary teacher.  Participants did mention that as 
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public figures, they had to be aware of their behaviors within the community.  Taking 

these cautionary measures, however, did not impact their motivation to remain a 

secondary teacher.   

 Surprisingly, participants also did not see teacher pay as much of a factor in their 

motivation or lack thereof.  The role of teacher pay in motivation may be better 

understood, however, through further research in a much larger study.  The secondary 

teachers who were interviewed for this study were not disgruntled by their salaries.  D9 

indicated, however, he had envisioned being a financial tier above other professions.  He 

also felt the salaries in the Commonwealth of Virginia were lower than other states.   

While some participants expressed some desire for a higher salary, they 

emphasized a greater need for a better compensation system in which their salaries 

correlated more precisely with the time and energy they were required to put into their 

work.  For example, in the Commonwealth of Virginia, students are required to take end-

of-course tests called the Standards of Learning (SOL) tests.  Students must pass these 

tests and their corresponding courses in order to graduate.  Because not all courses are 

required to administer SOL tests, teachers of SOL courses feel they are burdened with an 

unequal workload for the benefit of their schools and districts.  Foreign language 

teachers, for instance, do not have to give an SOL at the end of the year, while math 

teachers do.  D9 expressed his frustration that certain teachers have all these pressures 

while others do not have the same stress.  Those teaching SOL courses often find they 

need to put in more hours of work than other teachers.  Many feel they should therefore 

receive additional compensation for this additional stress and labor.  D2 commented, for 

instance, “I’ve had teachers that I’ve felt like have not put in their salaries’ worth of 
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work, and that’s really dis-incentivizing, knowing that I’m getting paid less because they 

have been here longer.”   

It is worth noting this impact on D2’s motivation may stem in part from his 

background.  As a reminder, D2 did not start off as an education major.  Instead, he 

started down the education pathway to become an engineer, but eventually graduated 

with a degree to teach secondary math.  The researcher believes this change in education 

coursework while in college makes D2 different from a participant who started out to be 

a secondary teacher.  He was not pursuing or knowledgeable about education prior to 

officially entering the field himself—and so may have been more surprised by salary-

related norms.  His resentment and disincentivization due to differences in salary may 

demonstrate a mentality more typical of the corporate world than of public education. 

D1 also expressed concern over teacher pay, stating, “Honestly, the amount of 

work for the amount of pay compared to the amount of work I was doing for the amount 

of pay I was getting in the oil business is bad.”  D2 was also one of the only participants 

who indicated he had looked for other jobs based solely on salary.  He indicated he and 

his family were falling behind in bills by $300 per month, which led him to interview for 

a position as a defense contractor.  The salary of a defense contractor was better, but he 

ultimately decided to stay in education, explaining he would rather be helping the world 

than building something that could be used as a weapon.  He was also swayed by the fact 

that his own kids would be entering school in his district.  Being close to his family made 

the decision to stay in the lower paying job easier.   
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Administration Role in Secondary Teacher Motivation 

 I had expected secondary administrators or school leadership would have a 

significant direct impact on secondary teacher motivation, but according to participants, 

that is not the case.  Throughout this research, I found teachers were more concerned with 

how administrators created a positive school climate and fostered relationships with 

students than with increasing their own motivation directly.  Echoing the comments of 

others, D3 stated, “Administrators should be leaders who are invested in the school, and 

serve as positive role models.”  Overall, the teachers expressed they wanted their 

administration to be supportive of their work and their students, but also to stay out of the 

way of their teaching.  As stated earlier, Davis and Wilson (2000) believe “principals 

who successfully empower their teachers can expect to see a 14 percent rise in teacher 

motivation.”  This empowerment can take the form of providing teachers with support 

and encouragement to do their job.   

 Administrators can also impact teacher motivation by providing greater access to 

teacher training and professional development.  These needs came up in relation to all 

three themes of motivational change, administrative role, and content vs. relationships.  

They are especially relevant to administrators, however, because of administrators’ 

unique ability to facilitate access to professional development and trainings.  In fact, 10 

out of 10 secondary teachers interviewed noted an improvement in either initial teacher 

training or professional development after entering the field of education.  D3 stated in 

her interview that additional classroom experience would have been beneficial at the 

beginning of her career.  She lacked the overall sense of how a classroom was to be set 

up and of how to start the year off on the right foot with classroom management.  D1 
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echoed this sentiment, stating he did not expect to be flying on his own from day one—

little did he know that flying solo is the norm in public education.  D1 elaborated by 

explaining he would have benefited from learning what a lesson plan looked like—not 

only on paper, but also in practice.  

 Similarly, participant comments related to administrative role included many calls 

for more classroom management and conflict resolution assistance.  D2 said he felt he 

would benefit as a secondary teacher from ongoing updates on the newest trends in 

conflict resolution, explaining student conflicts are among his greatest challenges in 

classroom management.  At the elementary level, classroom management focuses on 

student manners, student behaviors, and routines.  At the secondary level, though, 

teachers must be able to address conflicts rooted in more complex peer relationships.  D8 

indicated she simply wished there was better classroom management training, especially 

for new teachers.  She felt new secondary teachers, career switchers, and college 

graduates alike received too few courses on classroom management to prepare them for 

the classroom.  Participants speculated administrators shied away from classroom 

management and professional development opportunities because they assumed their 

teachers had already had these opportunities.  As a result, there seems to be a disconnect 

between administrators’ classroom expectations and the trainings offered to aid teachers 

in meeting those expectations. 

 Finally, this study suggests administrators must play a larger role in secondary 

teacher pedagogy.  Pedagogy refers to teaching strategies that impact student learning.  

Again, secondary teachers spend so much of their educations learning curricular content 

they are often left without guidance on the best means of teaching their content.  D5 
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admitted she knew very little about pedagogy until she studied curriculum and instruction 

for her master’s degree.  She went on to recount during her undergraduate years, her 

courses had been focused on content rather than on strategies for teaching her content.  

Administrators need to be aware of this gap and find ways to provide pedagogical 

professional development opportunities to their staff.   

 Based on these findings, it is my opinion the best way for administrators to keep 

secondary teachers motivated is to provide them with a positive school climate and to 

support them by providing them with the necessary resources to be successful in the 

classroom, including through meaningful teacher training or professional development.  

This sounds easy, but those in the field of education know otherwise.   

Improving Secondary Teacher Professional Development  

 As aspiring secondary teachers, participants received more focused instruction in 

their content of choice than in pedagogy or classroom management.  They concluded 

their studies with a firm grasp on their academic field and a basic understanding of how 

to teach their content to most students.  They did not receive instruction, though, on how 

to teach their content to students who lacked the necessary background information, who 

were struggling with family issues at home, or who were coming to school hungry each 

day.  These circumstances require teaching practices that participants did not learn in 

college.   

Teachers who excel in classroom management and conflict resolution find ways 

to reach all students.  They do not place students in the same box, realizing each student 

comes to class with different strengths, weaknesses, experiences, and background 

knowledge.  Providing secondary teachers with meaningful professional development 
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resources around flexible classroom management and conflict resolution is as valuable as 

providing content-specific training.   

 Because their background knowledge in education is less developed than that of 

life-long teachers, career switchers come to the profession with unique needs.  Despite 

these needs, however, career switchers receive minimal classroom training and must rely 

on their knowledge of the content to keep them afloat as teachers.  Secondary 

administrators and district leaders must look to provide secondary teachers with 

professional development opportunities to learn more about classroom management and 

conflict resolution.  While these opportunities might take diverse forms, administrators 

should be careful not to add onto the plethora of expectations already put on teachers.  

Instead, administrators should find ways to integrate this professional development into 

their school calendar through professional work days, already scheduled meeting dates, 

and planning periods.  Doing so will provide secondary teachers with the support they are 

craving from school administrators.   

Content vs. Relationships 

 Palmer (2007) put it well when stating that the best teachers find ways to build a 

sense of connectedness in the classroom.  Richardson and Watt (2006) have noted the 

highest rated motivations for choosing the field of education include the opportunity to 

teach others, the desire to contribute to society and shape the future, and the ability to 

work with students.  In order to achieve these goals, a teacher needs both to be an expert 

in content and also capable of building positive student relationships.  Throughout this 

research study on secondary teacher motivation, participants have demonstrated these 

qualities and their understanding of their necessity.  However, based on this study and on 
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my experiences in the classroom and as a secondary administrator, I have concluded 

building positive student relationships is more important to student success and 

consequently teacher motivation.  Palmer (2007) has similarly noted that when teachers 

are more focused on the content of their courses than they are on their connections with 

students, they tend to be less effective in the classroom. 

 In her study on teacher motivation, Marston (2010) found secondary teachers rate 

the “joy of teaching [their] subject area” as very important with a mean score of 3.68 out 

of 4.00 on a Likert Scale.  This rating is significantly higher than their rating of the 

“importance of having a supportive administrator,” at 3.01.  As stated earlier in this 

study, Jarvis and Woodrow (2005) have found secondary math teachers are often far less 

interested in having interactions with their students than they are in learning more math 

for themselves.  Through interviews and thorough analysis of these interviews, I have not 

found the participants of this research study to exhibit this difference in motives.  Instead, 

the participants in this study, like those in Brunetti’s (2001) study, displayed a great sense 

of pride in their ability to share their specialized knowledge, as well as a duty to do so 

with their students.  These individuals, including math teachers, realize their role as 

secondary teachers goes beyond mastery of content, and tend to be more motivated by the 

opportunity to educate their students. 

 “Knowledge is secondary,” as D1 put it.  This quote went on to become more of a 

mantra than I would have anticipated when I began this research.  Throughout this study, 

the importance of building positive relationships clearly emerged as a crucial factor in 

secondary teacher motivation.  While content interest and knowledge is important and 
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necessary, it is neither the only nor the primary factor in motivating secondary teachers to 

continue teaching. 

 D5 simply stated making connections with kids is what continues to keep her 

motivated.  Consistent with the previously presented literature, many participants 

expressed the desire to build student relationships, even going the extra mile to let 

students know they are there for them.  Finn (1989) found teachers who are willing to go 

lengths to build positive relationships with their students are likely to have a greater 

motivation to be teachers.  I should emphasize here that teachers who have both 

specialized knowledge in a curricular area and the desire to build positive relationships 

with students are more likely to be successful in the classroom (Palmer, 2007).  These 

two drivers work in concert.  Teachers are less motivated if they focus exclusively on 

content or exclusively on their student relationships. The secondary teachers who are 

most motivated to be successful employ both content knowledge and the building of 

positive relationships.   

Attributes of Successful Secondary Teachers 

 Attributes of successful teachers constituted another code group within the 

category of content vs. relationships.  While personal attributes play a role in the 

motivation of secondary teachers, they do not carry the significance of content 

knowledge or building relationships.  However, the analysis of this code group remains 

necessary to providing readers full knowledge of this research study.  As you will see, the 

crucial skill of building relationships constitutes an attribute within this code group as 

well. 
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 When reviewing the research and various code groups, it was evident combining 

the “attributes of successful secondary teachers” with “secondary specific attributes” 

made sense.  In doing so, the researcher was able to extract more detailed information 

about the factors that make secondary teachers unique and what motivates them to teach 

at the secondary level.   

 Based on participant comments, the age and maturity of secondary level students 

appear play a significant role in the choice to become a secondary teacher.  D6 stated he 

“can definitely relate to the age group and he does not have the energy to teach 

elementary students.”   Meanwhile, D4 simply stated “she does not have an affinity for 

little kids.”  Instead, these participants exhibited a passion for nurturing more mature 

students.  D8 commented, “They’ve got that personality, and they want to be their own 

individual person, and they’ve got that spark, and I think that is why I like it.”  D10’s 

reason for secondary teaching was simply that she never wanted to teach at the age of her 

own kids. 

Students at the secondary level are also in the process of forming their 

worldviews.  Teachers interested in who their students ultimately become may be 

motivated to play a role in this process.  D3 stated, for example, that “being a secondary 

teacher is almost the last time to sort of mold them or before they go out into the ‘real 

world,’ you can make a huge impression on them.”  Being a successful secondary teacher 

means you let the students know you are there for them, not the content (D4). 

 Participants also expressed a strong desire to provide students with a flexible 

learning environment.  D5 attributed her motivation as a teacher to her commitment to 

“finding ways to make education make sense to kids.”  This goal requires flexibility.  D8, 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   61 
 

too, reminded us “every day is a new day in the classroom.”  This passion and flexibility 

enables teachers to show they are “not going to give up on kids, even at the lowest 

points” (D8).  Flexibility in the classroom also allows teachers to meet the needs of 

diverse students.  As D3 put it, “you cannot always teach the same thing in the same way 

and expect the kids to get it all the time” (D3).   

During the interviews, I asked participants which attributes made successful 

secondary teachers.  Overwhelmingly, they responded the ability to build relationships 

was the most crucial.  Once again, the importance of teacher-student rapport outweighed 

teachers’ content knowledge.  Without the ability to build positive student relationships 

in the classroom, a teacher cannot successfully share with students their expertise in the 

content field.  As D5 stated, “Making the connections with the kids is my favorite part.  

It’s not just teaching them content and content dumping.”  In addition to the ability to 

build relationships with the students, flexibility, kindness, compassion, and charisma 

were all attributes that were prominently mentioned as being key attributes of successful 

secondary teachers.   

 Along with the attributes listed above, professionalism was also frequently 

brought up as an important attribute during the interviews.  The secondary teachers 

offered interesting and divergent views of professionalism and its definition.  For 

example, D2 discussed professionalism as “being able to maintain proper distance with 

the students and enforcing the rules.”  This view differed greatly from D5, who talked 

about professionalism as “taking things one day at a time and taking the students with a 

grain of salt.”  These differing views of professionalism seemed to correspond to 

teachers’ differing emphases on content or student relationships.  
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 Finally, participants believed successful secondary teachers clearly understood the 

level of stress and time required of teachers even outside of class time.   D3 said it best: 

“Teaching is a stressful job, more stressful than most people think.  You have a lot of 

transition in two years.  It is interesting when people come in and say, ‘Oh my gosh, we 

had no idea it was going to be this hard.”  D10 added teachers can never take themselves 

too seriously and they can never take anything personally as secondary teachers.   

Summary 

 The purpose of this Dissertation in Practice was to identify the motivating factors 

that drive a teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  An additional purpose of 

this research study was to provide district leaders and secondary administrators with 

information and resources to assist in the recruitment and retention of secondary teachers 

by better understanding their motivations.   

 The participants in this study indicated the importance of having a complete 

understanding of the content as well as building relationships with their students.  It was 

difficult to rank these two components separately based on levels importance.  

Throughout this research study, both proved to be important in the motivation of 

secondary teachers.  Content mastery is a key component to being a secondary teacher.  

Without this mastery, teaching at the secondary level is impossible.  Building 

relationships is also essential to successful teaching.  Without relationship building, 

secondary teachers would simply be dumping information on their students, offering no 

more engagement than electronic devices. 

 Beyond the interest in content and the dedication to building relationships, the 

participants in this study indicated their motivations as secondary teachers would be 
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improved by greater opportunities for professional development on classroom 

management, pedagogy, conflict resolution, and meeting the social-emotional needs of 

students.  The secondary teacher participants in this study of research clearly noted their 

lack of confidence in these areas due to the lack of coursework completed before 

obtaining their teaching licenses and teaching jobs.  Providing these secondary teachers 

with the necessary tools to better manage their classrooms and student emotions will go a 

long way in maintaining or increasing their motivations to work as secondary teachers.  

These tools will also help school districts to recruit and retain high quality secondary 

teachers. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Introduction 
 

This Dissertation in Practice focused on the identification of motivational factors 

that drive a teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  Throughout this study, it 

has been difficult to ascertain whether secondary teacher motivations change as teachers 

gain more experience in the classroom.  Other factors play a significantly greater role.  In 

this chapter, I will present a proposed solution to identifying secondary teachers’ 

motivations, implications for implementation and leadership, and a final conclusion.   

Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this study was to identify the motivating factors that drive a 

teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  I also sought to explore through 

research any changes in motivation as secondary teachers gain years of experience in the 

classroom.  For this study, secondary teachers were categorized as teachers who teach 

grades 9 through 12.  The researcher identified and contacted local school districts to gain 

approval to seek out potential participants at the secondary level.  The result of this 

research study is the provision of guidelines for administrators and school leaders on how 

to improve secondary teacher motivations. 

Aim of the Study 
 

The aim of this study was to explore what motivates a person to choose to become 

and remain a secondary teacher—and how this motivation may change throughout a 

teacher’s years of teaching.  The success of this study depends on the ability of the 

researcher to use its findings to provide meaningful resources to administrators, so they 

can make leadership decisions to motivate diverse faculties.   
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Proposed Solution 
 

 The following recommendations for administrators are based upon the in-depth 

interviews and analysis of secondary teachers.  The recommendations and resources were 

developed to provide administrators with a roadmap to enhancing secondary teacher 

motivation.  Administrators must always keep in mind that secondary teachers are experts 

in their content areas, and therefore have affinities for their subjects that may be higher 

than their affinities for students.  While the research conducted throughout this study 

concluded secondary teachers realize the importance of building positive relationships 

with their students, the educational experiences of secondary teachers are inadequate in 

the areas of classroom management, pedagogy, and conflict resolution.  The proposed 

solution based on this research focuses on administrative means of better preparing 

secondary teachers for the day-to-day classroom environment by providing them with 

support and resources.  This support will increase secondary teacher motivation and 

effectiveness. 

 First, school districts must identify all new secondary teachers and provide them 

with professional development opportunities prior to the first day of school.  The 

recommendation is to provide these new secondary teachers with structured professional 

development focused on pedagogy and classroom management during a set new teacher 

orientation prior to the school year.  These professional development sessions should be 

organized into set themes.  The first theme will focus on classroom pedagogy.  Best 

classroom practices will be explained and demonstrated by fellow colleagues and other 

known experts.  These new secondary teachers must understand and experience firsthand 

the best classroom practices.  Because of their affinities for their content areas, these 
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secondary teachers likely will have learned their course content very easily because of its 

relation to their fields.  They need to be provided, however, with strategies for teaching 

their content to students who do not have the same affinity for the subject or who do not 

have the same capacity to learn the subject.  The professional development session 

provided will be tailored to be informative and practical, so new secondary teachers can 

implement without hesitation from day one.  

 The second phase of professional development during new teacher orientation 

will focus on classroom management.  For new elementary teachers, the concept of 

classroom management is clearer because of its inclusion in their precious coursework.  

Secondary teachers spend more time learning their content, and may find the idea of 

classroom management to be a bit foreign.  This professional development session will 

focus on concepts like making a class inviting to students, desk arrangement, student 

engagement, and classroom procedure suggestions.  As stated earlier, high school 

students are looking to learn in an environment that mimics the environment in which 

they experience life.  This environment is not a white room with bare walls and desks 

organized in rows.  During this professional development session, new secondary 

teachers will be provided with strategies for making their classrooms more inviting to 

students and conducive to learning.  Additionally, they will be provided with simple 

resources about how to actively engage their students in their learning.  While there is a 

time and place for paper and pencil notes, 21st century students are more engaged when 

their learning is combined with opportunities to collaborate with others and to use 

different modes of technology.   
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 The third phase of professional development will encompass all secondary 

teachers, not just new secondary teachers.  This session will take place during the year 

with the possibility of multiple sessions throughout the year during faculty meetings or 

professional work days.  The focus of these sessions will be the social and emotional 

needs of secondary students, including conflict resolution.  There is very little training 

provided to secondary teachers on these topics.  In their daily interactions with students, 

however, it becomes apparent there is a need to have a better understanding of both.  

Secondary students carry with them an abundance of emotional baggage and stress.  

Developing strategies to assist teachers with these areas will benefit both teachers and 

students.     

 It is anticipated the implementation of a comprehensive professional development 

plan will help teacher motivation by keeping secondary teachers confident and energized 

in the classroom.  By providing teachers with professional development on the social-

emotional needs of students during the third phase, teachers can help their students 

develop good habits, learn to make good decisions, and have confidence in who they are 

as a person (Marston, et al., 2005).  Furthermore, professional development focusing 

directly on pedagogical practices and classroom management could potentially strengthen 

secondary teachers’ motivations to teach their content.  Palmer (2007) states that 

conventional pedagogy assumes the teacher has all of the knowledge and the students 

have none.  However, Palmer (2007) goes on to explain that people’s brains do not work 

best when information is presented in isolated bits, but rather in patterns or meaningful 

connections.  Creating meaningful connections within content is an example of a 

pedagogical skill that secondary teachers lack.  If demonstrated properly, the pedagogical 
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practices and classroom management skills learned, during phase one and two of the 

professional development plan, will allow secondary teachers to create meaningful 

connections within their content.  Instead of focusing on student discipline or creating 

less than engaging lesson plans, teachers will spend more time developing 

“connectedness” not only with their students, but also with their content.  As D4 stated 

during her interview, “It’s great if you know the content, but it’s even better if you are 

willing to keep learning along with your students.   

 Effective communication of expertise is essential to secondary teacher success.  

The subject matter being taught by secondary teachers can be difficult for students to 

make meaningful connections and understand.  Effective secondary teachers must 

successfully communicate content to the student (Kunter, Tsai, Klusman, Brunner, 

Krauss, & Baumert, 2008), not just present it.  Being an authority in the content does not 

directly correlate to effective teaching (Kunter et al., 2008).  Supporting secondary 

teachers with professional development in best classroom practices has the potential to 

provide them with a more diverse “arsenal” to assist in winning not only the battle, but 

also the war of developing the whole student.   

Support for the Solution 

 The support for this solution will be comprised of district leaders, secondary 

school administrators, secondary teacher leaders, and secondary teachers.  Professional 

development is typically organized at the district level with some degree of specialization 

for each school.  In this proposed solution, the district and secondary administration will 

collaborate on building professional development for new secondary teachers during new 

teacher orientation.  In addition, district leaders and secondary administrators will 
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collaborate on building meaningful professional development for all secondary teachers 

throughout the year that will focus on conflict resolution and student social emotional 

needs.  Consideration must be given to teachers’ time to make these opportunities 

meaningful.  The process of scheduling will require a collaborative effort to make the 

professional development sessions effective and efficient.  

 District leaders and administrators will also coordinate the recruitment of 

individuals who will provide the professional development.  Does the district have 

secondary teachers who can serve as experts in these areas or does the training need to 

come from an outside source?  The finances of these professional development 

opportunities will need to be discussed as well.  All in all, the coordination of 

professional development will need to be a collaborative task with district leaders, 

secondary school administrators, and secondary teachers. 

Figure 1 

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

 

Students

Secondary 
Teachers

Secondary 
Administration

District 
Leaders
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This visual illustrates multiple layers of education.  At the center of all education 

are the students.  Providing students with a safe learning environment for reaching their 

maximum achievement level is the premise of all education.  As the second ring in this 

visual, teachers provide students with the necessary learning opportunities while in their 

classrooms.  The student-teacher relationship, though, goes beyond mere instruction.  

Successful teachers do not solely teach from the front of the class while their students sit 

at desks.  Instead, they build trusting relationships with their students while providing 

them access to learning.  The third layer of this visual is school administration.  

Administrators are responsible for building a supportive environment for both students 

and teachers.  They perform a balancing act, being sure not to neglect either group.  

Finally, district leaders provide support and resources to the school administration, so 

administrators can provide the support necessary for successful classroom instructions.  

Each layer is important.  If one-layer falters, the main objective—the students—are 

affected.  

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to Proposed Solution 

As always, time and money are key factors.  Finding the time to provide the 

suggested professional development opportunities and securing the necessary funding are 

essential to the success of this solution.  Another potential barrier is the resistance to 

change.  Change can be difficult and intimidating.  It will take sound planning to ensure 

all stakeholders are on board and understand the benefits of increased trainings.   

Financial Issues Related to the Proposed Solution 

 The cost of bringing in outside resources to provide professional development 

must be considered.  It would be cheaper to use an in-house resource, but, if in-house 
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resources are not available, or if it is not determined to be the most effective option, the 

fees behind hiring and outside source could be an issue.  Even in-house teachers who lead 

a professional development session may constitute a financial issue.  Because it is likely 

the time to create the professional development lesson and the session itself will be 

outside of contract hours, the district must decide how they will compensate for this time.  

School leaders will need to determine their priorities and plan accordingly.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

Successfully implementing the proposed solution will require a change in the 

district’s new teacher orientation schedule as well as coordination with secondary 

administrators for professional development during the school year.   

The researcher’s current role as Director of Administrative Services will provide 

him ample opportunity to work with other district leaders to make changes to the new 

teacher orientation schedule.  The researcher also has significant knowledge of secondary 

schools, and can assist secondary administrators in building the school year professional 

development that will focus on conflict resolution and student social emotional needs.  

This will be a collaborative effort which will require great caution to avoid creating more 

work for secondary teachers.   

The final product will entail a detailed schedule of professional development, 

along with the confirmation of individuals who will be presenting each professional 

development session.  This schedule will be evaluated and altered as necessary each year 

to meet the needs of secondary schools and teachers.   
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Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 First and foremost, all stakeholders will need to commit to these changes.  

Throughout this study, participants indicated they desired support from their 

administration in addition to access to professional development.  Providing these 

scheduled professional development sessions for secondary educators is important as 

teacher motivation can fluctuate.  These professional development sessions provide the 

necessary support for a profession changing constantly to meet the needs of the students 

and the teachers.  

Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution  

Careful consideration must be made throughout this entire professional 

development process.  Who is delivering the message?  How much does it cost?  What 

changes can be made to make it better?  Where might implementers face resistance?  The 

district leaders will be tasked with implementing the proposed solution.  Since the 

researcher is on this team, he will have a significant role in the entire implementation 

process.  

 Perhaps the most important aspect of leadership in implementing this proposed 

solution is the project of building the knowledge that this solution is necessary, especially 

to secondary teachers and administrators.  Individuals who are experiencing events 

firsthand can lose sight of things which are right in front of them.  The district leadership 

will need to demonstrate the need for training in conflict resolution and student social 

emotional needs both to experienced teachers and during the recruitment of new teachers.  

Both the retention and recruitment of teachers are struggles common within school 

districts and tangible concerns for secondary school administrators because of their 
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experiences with the current teacher shortage.  For this reason, the ability to recruit and 

retain will be a high priority for them.   

Building Support for the Proposed Solution 

Creating buy-in from all stakeholders will be essential to the success of the 

proposed solution.  Doing so will require a detailed plan that allows administrators and 

teachers to clearly see the goal, the benefits particular to their roles, the benefits to 

students, and the scheduled dates.  Surprising a secondary teacher with a mandatory 

professional development session would not go over well.  Rather than teacher buy-in, 

administrators would experience teacher doubt and dread.  Instead, district leaders and 

school administrators must provide new and experienced teachers with upfront 

information about the sessions and how these sessions will assist in the classroom.  

Again, as identified in this study, secondary teachers want support from school 

administrators.  A professional development plan which is thoroughly planned and 

provides support for all will be appreciated.   

Global/External Implications for the Organization 

A successful implementation of the proposed solution has implications for teacher 

recruitment and retention.  Providing secondary teachers with support around classroom 

management, conflict resolution and student social emotional needs will give them more 

tools and ease the difficulties they face in the classroom.  The support and knowledge 

gained will likely lead to a greater retention of teachers and to more widespread positive 

job satisfaction and motivation.  Once the word gets out and the current secondary 

teachers express their satisfaction and motivation to teach within the district, others may 
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want to join the district, too.  There is no substitute for positive word-of-mouth 

advertising. 

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

The proposed solution will be implemented for the 2018-19 school year.  Plans 

and discussions with school leaders and secondary administrators will begin in the spring 

of 2018.  The researcher will lead discussions and work closely with district leadership to 

acquire any necessary funding.  In addition, the researcher will use the 2018-19 released 

school calendar to develop a timeline of events.  The following timeline will be used to 

begin the discussions of implementing the proposed solution: 

Figure 2 

Implementation Timeline 

Date: Task Implementation Who 

Spring 

Meet with School leaders 

• Develop plan of implementation 
• Develop goals 
• Assign dates for new teacher orientation 
 

• Researcher 

• District Leaders 

Spring 

Meet with Secondary School Admin 

• Explain new teacher orientation 
• Assign dates for professional development 

in Q1 and Q3 

• Researcher 

• School Admin 

• Teacher 

Leaders 

August 

Day 1 

New Teacher Orientation (2-1hr Sessions) 

Session 1 
• Pedagogy Professional Development 
Session 2 
• Best Practices Professional Development 

 

• District Leaders 

• School Admin 
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• Teacher 

Leaders 

• New Teachers 

August 

Day 2 

New Teacher Orientation (2 -1hr Sessions) 

Session 1 
• Classroom Management Professional 

Development 
Session 2 
• Collaboration with new teacher mentors to 

discuss implementation strategies 

• District Leaders 

• School Admin 

• Teacher 

Leaders 

• New Teachers 

Q1 
In-House Professional Development 

• Student Social Emotional Needs 

• District Leaders 

• School Admin 

• Teacher 

Leaders 

• All Teachers 

Q3 
In-House Professional Development 

• Conflict Resolution 

• District Leaders 

• School Admin 

• Teacher 

Leaders 

• All Teachers 

 

Implications 

This research study has implications for various stakeholders.  Because secondary 

school administrators are tasked with recruiting and retaining secondary teachers, their 

understanding of secondary teacher motivations is critical.  The implications for 
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secondary teachers are directly related to how school leaders and administrators respond 

to the proposed solutions given in this study.  Most importantly, there are implications for 

students, whose learning environment can be impacted positively or negatively multiple 

times a day.  Each time a student transitions from one class to the next, an opportunity 

exists for a positive or negative classroom experience. 

Implications for Future Research 
 
 This research study revealed multiple areas in which additional research could be 

beneficial.  To start, making a more in-depth comparison between elementary and 

secondary teacher trainings during college would be beneficial.  Throughout this study, 

the researcher has learned secondary teachers lack pedagogical and classroom 

management training.  As stated earlier, my personal observations in the field of 

education have led me to a conclusion that as student age increases, teacher motivation 

and student-teacher relationships decrease.  While this research did not prove a lack of 

teacher motivation to build positive student-teacher relationships, it did give me concern 

about overall student engagement at the secondary level.  A further look into the teacher 

training for elementary and secondary teachers could provide insight on how the 

engagement of classrooms differs between the two groups and how it affects student 

learning. 

 Other areas for future research include the requirements currently necessary to 

become a secondary teacher.  Career switchers are becoming increasingly common as the 

competitive job field changes.  At the same time, teachers are becoming harder and 

harder to find.  According to Staples and Miller (2017), the number of teachers enrolled 

in a teacher preparation program decreased from 719,081 to 465,536 from 2009 to 2015.  
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During this time period, student enrollment increased.  Researching improved methods of 

certifying individuals to become secondary teachers and providing them with the 

necessary tools to be successful in the classroom will be advantageous to school districts, 

schools, teachers, and students.   

 Further research on secondary teacher motivations would benefit from a more 

diverse representation of secondary teachers and their chosen content area.  Determining 

whether secondary teacher motivations differ depending on the content area would 

benefit leaders as they attempt to recruit and retain the most qualified and committed 

educators to their buildings.  

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 
 
 The implications of this study relate primarily to the recruitment and retention of 

quality secondary teachers.  Secondary administrators are tasked with hiring not only 

qualified teachers, but also teachers with a strong classroom presence.  Kathryn Lovewell 

in Oxtoby (2016) describes classroom presence as “a teacher who stands centered, 

confident, and certain, so they create and generate an ambience of safety, set boundaries 

and are mindful.”  In addition, “the teacher is fully present in the moment, paying 

attention to their students and they are non-judgmental and compassionate.”  These two 

features do not always go hand-in-hand.  It is therefore important for secondary school 

administrators to have procedures in place to provide their teachers with professional 

development opportunities to be successful in the classroom.  Staff stability in a school 

can be rare, but with stability comes strength and cohesiveness.  This cohesiveness in turn 

leads to better student-teacher relationships, which lead to improved teaching and 

learning opportunities. 
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 Outside of recruitment and retention, school leaders must recognize teacher 

motivation is important and their role is to provide the necessary support and resources to 

fuel motivation.  David and Wilson (2000) argue that principals who successfully 

empower their teachers can expect a 14% rise in teacher motivation.  It is safe to say that 

if the teacher motivation is high or higher, the connection can be made to a positive 

classroom environment and increased student success.   

Summary of the Study 
 

 Secondary teacher motivations are important to understand to help recruit and 

retain quality teachers.  Furthermore, understanding and recognizing secondary teacher 

motivations can assist in the creation of an environment that is safe and conducive to 

student learning.  This Dissertation in Practice was designed to learn more about 

secondary teacher motivations and about the ways in which administrators could use this 

information to recruit and retain teachers who have affinities for particular subjects.  

Through the use of a micro-ethnographic qualitative design, the researcher completed 

semi-structured interviews, collected and analyzed data, and developed a plan to assist 

district leaders and administrators in keeping secondary teacher motivations as high as 

possible.  The researcher will participate in the implementation of this plan by using the 

proposed timeline and preparing professional development opportunities both for new 

teachers and for veteran teachers.  The new secondary teachers will receive professional 

development on best classroom practices, pedagogy, and classroom management 

techniques.  All secondary teachers will receive professional development on conflict 

resolution and the social emotional needs of high school students.  These professional 

development opportunities will be updated yearly to keep up with changes in the field of 
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education and in other factors affecting high school students.  For example, 20 years ago, 

students were not impacted by social media.  Today, however, high school students are 

deeply impacted by the posts made on social media.  In our current world, this is an area 

that must be addressed by secondary teachers.  We may not know today what issues will 

emerge in the future, but the implementation of this plan will assist in keeping up with 

the ever-changing challenges secondary teachers face. 

 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   80 
 

References 

Allegretto, S. & Mishel, L. (2016). The teacher pay gap is wider than ever: Teachers’ 

pay continues to fall further behind pay of comparable workers. Washington, DC: 

Economic Policy Institute. 

Anthony, G., & Ord, K. (2008). Change-of-career secondary teachers: Motivations,  

 expectations, and intentions. Asia-Pacific Journal of Education, 36(4), 359-376. 

Archer, J. (1999). Sanders 101. Education Week, 18(34), 26-28. 

Barbuda, J. E., & Scholl, R. W. (1998). Motivation sources inventory: Development and 

validation of new scales to measure an integrative taxonomy of motivation. 

Psychological Reports, 82, 1011-1022. 

Bishay, A. (1996). Teacher motivation and job satisfaction: A study employing the  

experience sampling method. Journal of Undergraduate Sciences, 3, 147-154. 

Bloomberg, L., & Volpe, M. (2016). Completing your qualitative dissertation. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Brunetti, G. J. (2001). Why do they teach? A study of job satisfaction among long-term  

high school teachers. Teachers Education Quarterly, 28(3), 49-74. 

Coggins, C., & Diffenbaugh, P. K. (2013). Teachers with DRIVE. Educational 

Leadership, 71(2), 42-45.  

Creswell, J. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods 

approaches. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Davis, J., & Wilson, S. M. (2000). Principals’ efforts to empower teachers: Efforts on 

teacher motivation and job satisfaction and stress. The Clearing House, 73(6), 

349-353. 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   81 
 

Day, C., Sammons, P., & Gu, Q. (2008). Combining qualitative and quantitative 

methodologies in research on teachers’ lives, work and effectiveness: From 

integration to synergy. Educational Researcher, 37(6), 330-342. 

Differentiated Instruction. (n.d). In Study.com. Retrieved from 

http://study.com/academy/lesson/what-is-differentiated-instruction-examples-

definition-activities.html 

Dundar, S. (2014). Reasons for choosing the teaching profession and beliefs about 

teaching: A study with elementary school candidates. College Student Journal, 

48(3), 445-460. 

Evans, L. (2011). The motivations to enter teaching by age related career stage and 

certification path. Sociological Spectrum, 31(5), 606-633. 

doi:10.1080/02732173.2011.589786  

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (2015). Retrieved from 

https://ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/index.html 

Finn, J. D. (1989). Withdrawing from school. Review of Educational Research. 59, 117-

142. 

Finnegan, K. S., & Gross, B. (2007). Do accountability policy sanctions influence teacher 

motivation? Lessons from Chicago’s low-performing schools. American 

Educational Research Journal, 44(2), 594-629.  

Friedman, I., & Farber, B. (1992). Professional self-concept as a predictor of teacher 

burnout. The Journal of Educational Research, 86(1), 28-35. 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   82 
 

Goldhaber, D. (2007). Everyone’s doing it, but what does teacher testing tell us about 

teacher effectiveness? National Center for Analysis of Longitudinal Data in 

Educational Research, Working Paper 9, 1-39. 

Hammersly, M., & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: Principles in practice. New York,  

NY:  Routledge. 

Haritos, C. (2004). Understanding teaching through the minds of teacher candidates: A 

curious blend of realism and idealism. Teaching & Teacher Education, 20(6), 

637-654. doi:10.1016/j.tate.2004.06.005 

Herr, K., & Anderson, G. (2015). The action research dissertation: A guide for students 

and faculty. Washington, D.C.: Sage.  

Hohnbaum, B. (n.d.). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation of teachers [Scholarly project]. 

Retrieved on January 25, 2015, from 

http://www.slideshare.net/breeellen22/intrinsic-and-extrinsic-motivation-of-

teachers 

Jarvis, J., & Woodrow, D. (2005). Reasons for choosing a teacher training 

course. Research in Education, 73(1), 29-35. 

Klassen, R., & Chiu, M. (2010). Effects on teachers’ self-efficacy and job satisfaction:  

Teacher gender, years of experience, and job stress. Journal of Educational  

Psychology, 102(3), 741-756. 

Kocabaş, İ. (2009). The effects of sources of motivation on teachers’ motivation 

levels. Education, 129(4), 724-733. 

Kunter, M., Tsai, Y., Klusmann, U., Brunner, M., Krauss, S., & Baumert, J. (2008). 

Students' and mathematics teachers' perceptions of teacher enthusiasm and 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   83 
 

instruction. Learning & Instruction, 18(5), 468-482. 

doi:10.1016/j.learninstruc.2008.06.008  

Kyriacou, C., & Coulthard, M. (2000). Undergraduates' views of teaching as a career 

choice. Journal of Education for Teaching, 26(2), 117-126. 

doi:10.1080/02607470050127036  

Lee, B., Cawthon, S., & Dawson, K. (2013). Elementary and secondary teacher self-

efficacy for teaching and pedagogical conceptual change in a drama-based 

professional development program. Teaching and Teacher Education: An 

International Journal of Research and Studies, 30, 84-98.  

Manuel, J., & Hughes, J. (2006). It has always been my dream: Exploring pre-service 

teachers’ motivations for choosing to teach. Teacher Development; 10(1), 5-24. 

Marks, H. M. (2000). Student engagement in instructional activity: Patterns in the 

elementary, middle, and high school years. American Educational Research 

Journal, 37(1), 153-184.  

Marston, S. H. (2010). Why do they teach? A comparison of elementary, high school, and 

college teachers. Education, 131(2), 437-54. 

Marston, S. H., Brunetti, G. J., & Courtney, V. B. (2005). Elementary and high school 

teachers: Birds of feather? Education, 125(3), 469-495. 

McFarland, E. S. (2014). Teachers’ perceptions of professional development: What do  

 teachers really want that makes them will to change professional practice  

(Doctoral dissertation). School of Education, North Carolina State. 

McLeod, S. A. (2007). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Retrieved from 

http://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   84 
 

Mertler, C. (2002). Job satisfaction and perception of motivation among middle and high  

school teachers. American Secondary Education, 31(1), 43-53. 

National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: the 

imperative    for educational reform: A report to the Nation and the Secretary of 

Education, United States Department of Education. Washington, D.C.: The 

Commission. 

Neves, D. J., & Lens, W. (2005). An integrated model for the study of teacher 

motivation. Applied Psychology: An International Review, 54(1), 119-134. 

doi:10.1111/j.1464-0597.2005.00199.x 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, P.L. 107-110, 20 U.S.C No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001, P.L. 107-110, 20 U.S.C. § 6319 (2002). 

Oxtoby, K. (2016, May 4). Building your presence in the classroom. Retrieved from 

http://www.sec-ed.co.uk/best-practice/building-your-presence-in-the-classroom/ 

Palmer, P. J. (2007). The courage to teach; exploring the inner landscape of a teacher’s  

life. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Perna, M. C. (2015). Enroll, retain and graduate more of the right millennials. 

Techniques: Connecting Education & Careers, 90(4), 40-42.  

Prince, J. A. (1990). Motivate your teachers – Postpone the crisis! American Secondary 

Education, 18(4), 10-15.  

Ratliff, J. D. (1988). Motivation and the perceived need deficiencies of secondary 

teachers. The High School Journal, 72(1), 8-16. 

Remijan, K. (2014). Improving teacher motivation in secondary schools with hybrid  

positions. American Secondary Education, 42(3), 30-38. 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   85 
 

Richardson, P. W., & Watt, M. G. (2006). Who chooses teaching and why?  Profiling 

characteristics and motivations across three Australian universities. Asia-Pacific  

Journal of Teacher Education: 34(1), 27-56. 

Roberts, C. (2010). The dissertation journey: A practical and comprehensive guide to 

planning, writing, and defending your dissertation. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin 

Press. 

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research. Newbury Park, CA: 

Sage. 

Tanner, D. E. (1993). A question of perception: Understanding the public education’s 

image. The High School Journal, 76(3), 183-186. 

Title I, Part A. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html 

Virginia Department of Education. (2017, October). Teacher shortages in Virginia. 

Richmond, VA: Staples, S., & Miller, L. 

Virta, A. (2002). Becoming a history teacher: Observations on the beliefs and growth of 

student teachers. Teaching & Teacher Education, 18(6), 687-698.  

Visser-Wijnveem, G., Stes, A., & Van Petegem, P. (2012). Development and validation  

of a questionnaire measuring teachers’ motivations for teaching in higher  

education. Higher Education, 64, 421-436. 

Watt, H. M. G., & Richardson, P.W. (2007). Motivational factors influencing teaching as  

a career choice: Development and validation of the FIT-Choice scale. The Journal  

of Experimental Education, 75(3), 167-202. 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   86 
 

Williams, Y. (n.d.). Intrinsic motivation in psychology: Examples and factors. Retrieved 

from http://study.com/academy/lesson/intrinsic-motivation-in-psychology-

definition-examples-factors.html#transcriptHeader 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SECONDARY TEACHER MOTIVATIONS   87 
 

Appendix A 
 

Participant Letter 
 
March. 2017 
 
Dear Potential Participant, 
 
For the past three plus years, I have been enrolled in the Interdisciplinary Doctoral 
Program in Leadership at Creighton University.  I am currently working on my 
dissertation entitled “Secondary Teacher Motivations”.  I would like to invite you to 
participate in this study by agreeing to be interviewed and answering a brief 
questionnaire. 
 
My plan is to interview secondary teachers and administrators throughout this process.  
During this semi-structured interview, I will ask questions about what motivated you to 
become and remain a secondary teacher and how these motivations influence you in the 
classroom.  Interview questions will focus on coursework that led to you becoming a 
highly qualified teacher, how your motivation has changed over the years, the influences 
that led you to choose a career in education and what influences kept you in education. 
 
I expect the interview to take no more than one hour to complete.  Each interview will be 
audio recorded and fully transcribed by a professional service.  If you choose, a copy of 
the transcript will be made available for review.  A follow-up questionnaire will be given 
to all participants once all semi-structured interviews are completed.  This questionnaire 
can be provided in a variety of ways (e-mail, in-person, postal mail).  We will work in 
cooperation to find the best mode of completing this questionnaire.  Please know 
confidentiality and anonymity are assured throughout this study. 
 
Thank you for your consideration of this request.  If you are willing to participate, or if 
you have any questions regarding the study, please contact me at kpursel76@gmail.com 
or 434-987-3553 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Kyle J. Pursel 
Principal 
William Monroe High School 
kpursel76@gmail.com 
 

 
 
 
 
 

mailto:kpursel76@gmail.com
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Appendix B 

 
Informed Consent Form 

Research Project by Kyle J. Pursel Creighton University 
 
Title: 
Secondary Teacher Motivations 
 
Purpose: 
The purpose of this micro-ethnographic qualitative study is to explore the motivating 
factors that drive a teacher to become and remain a secondary teacher.  Furthermore, the 
purpose of this study will research how school administrators can strategically use their 
knowledge of secondary teacher motivation to improve teaching and learning in the 
classroom. 
 
Procedures: 
This study will consist of a semi-structured interview and a follow-up questionnaire.  I 
will ask you questions about your motivations for becoming a secondary teacher and how 
specific subject content influenced your motivations.  In particular, I am interested in 
learning about the motivational influences of becoming a secondary teacher versus 
teaching a different level.  All interviews will occur in a quiet setting that is to be selected 
by you.  All interviews will be recorded and transcribed by a professional service.  Upon 
request, a copy of the transcript will be provided.   
 
Time: 
I estimate the interview will take 1 hour to complete.  
 
Risks: 
Participation in this study is completely voluntary.  Responses to questions are also 
voluntary.  There are no known risks for participants.   
 
Benefits: 
Information gathered throughout this study will provide valuable insight into what 
motivates a secondary teacher to join and remain in the field of education. This study 
could provide benefits to administrators that will trickle down to students and staff.  
Furthermore, the recruitment and retention of quality secondary teachers can be enhanced 
by this research study.  
 
Confidentiality: 
Confidentiality and anonymity will be observed at all times. Alternative names will be 
assigned to individuals and schools during the transcription process.  The only people 
with access to the data for this project will be me and my dissertation's committee.  I will 
be the only person with the knowledge of the participant names. Specific individuals will 
not be identifiable in the results of this study.  
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Compensation: 
You will not receive any monetary compensation for this project. 
 
Opportunity to Ask Questions: 
If you have any questions about this project, you may ask at any time, including before 
you participate.   
 
Freedom to Withdraw: 
Nobody is forced to participate.  You may withdraw from this study at any point.   
 
Thank You! 
Please keep a copy of this form for your records. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kyle J. Pursel 
Principal 
William Monroe High School 
kpursel@greenecountyschools.com 
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Appendix C 
Interview Protocol 
Title: Secondary Teacher Motivations 
Time of Interview:  
Date: 
Interviewer: Kyle Pursel 
Interviewee:  
Position of Interviewee:   
Questions: 

1. How long have you been in the field of education? 
2. How long were you required to student teach? 
3. What courses and grade levels have you taught? 
4. What types of schools have you taught at?  Elementary – Middle – High – Alternative – 

Public - Private 
5. What motivated you to become a secondary teacher in the first place? 
6. What influences led you to the field of education? 
7. What traits do you possess that make you a valuable teacher? 
8. What was the motivation to become a secondary teacher in comparison to an elementary 

teacher? 
9. Have you ever thought about leaving the field of education? Why?   
a. What made you stay?  
b. Are there specific influences that keep you coming back to the classroom? 
10. How is your social life outside of school impacted by your career as a secondary teacher?  

Describe the positives and negatives being a teacher has on your social life? 
11. In your opinion, what is the most important aspect of being a successful secondary teacher? 
12. What role do administrators have in your success in the classroom? 
13. What role do administrators have in keeping you motivated to keep coming back to do your 

best? 
14. How is teaching a collaborative profession? 
15. In hindsight, what type of professional development/training do you wish you would have 

had? 
16. Describe any professional relationships that have influenced your teaching career? 
17. Describe any positive and negative events or experiences that you have encountered 

throughout your career. 
a. How have these experiences impacted your motivation toward being a secondary teacher? 
18. How does your teaching career match up to the expectations you had when you started your 

career? 
19. How do the expectations put on teachers impact your motivations to remain a teacher? 
20. What do you look for in a person who wants to become a teacher? 
21. What is the one piece of advice you would give to a new teacher? 

 
Adapted from Brunetti’s Experienced Teacher Survey
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Appendix D 

Questionnaire 
The purpose of this study is to explore the motivating factors that drive a teacher to 
become and remain a secondary teacher and how administrators can use this knowledge 
to make the best instructional placement decisions for their school.  Please complete the 
following questionnaire by marking the best choice.   
 
 

1. I became a teacher because I wanted to work with kids. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

2. I became a teacher because I wanted to continue teaching and learning about my 
content area. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

3. I believe that as a teacher, I can have a significant impact on student lives. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

4. Teaching is a collaborative effort. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

5. The best achievement results are reached when teachers work together. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

6. Administrative support makes me a better teacher. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

7. I plan to retire as a teacher. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 

8. Salary, benefits, and tenure are key structures that keep me in the teaching 
profession. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
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9. I believe that I can ensure all students achieve individual academic success. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                            
 
10.  I expect teaching to be a satisfying occupation. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 
11. Teachers are valued by society. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
12.  The motivations to become, or remain a teacher have changed as my career 
progressed. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 
13.  I expect teaching to be a psychologically and emotionally demanding 
occupation. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 
14.  My family is supportive of my decision to be a teacher. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 
15.  Teaching is an occupation in which you frequently work alone. 
5=Strongly Agree     4= Agree     3=Neutral     2=Disagree     1=Strongly Disagree 
                                                          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Adapted from Brunetti’s Experienced Teacher Survey
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Appendix E 
Secondary Teacher Motivations 

Letter of Agreement 
To the CU IRB: 
 We are familiar with Kyle Pursel’s research project entitled Secondary Teacher 
Motivations. I understand Madison County’s involvement to be interviewed, questioned, 
and surveyed. 
 We understand that this research will be carried out following sound ethical 
principles, that participant involvement in this research study is strictly voluntary, and 
that confidentiality of participants’ research data is ensured, as described in the 
participant letter and informed consent form. 
 Therefore, as a representative of Madison County, I agree that Kyle Pursel’s 
research project may be conducted within our school district. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
________________________________ _________________________________ 
Printed Name      Signature 
  
_________________________________ _________________________________  
School Division Name   Date 
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Appendix F 
Thematic Chart 

 
Theme: Content Authority vs. Building Relationships 
Overview: 
Secondary teachers must be content authorities as deemed appropriate by each state’s 
department of education.  These individuals must pass extensive tests to demonstrate 
their mastery of the content prior to teacher students.  
 
Building relationships with students is an important factor in student success and 
teacher motivation 
Findings/Outcomes: 
Participant Responses 

• Content - Q2:22 – pretty much an authority on what you are talking about 
• Content - Q1:28 – once you become an expert in an area you want to share it 
• Training - Q3:8 – no educational background at all 
• Content - Q5:28 – went into the profession I am most comfortable with 
• Attributes - Q8:64 – passion in that they are not going to give up on kids even 

at their lowest points 
• Attributes - Q5:61 – finding ways to make education make sense to kids 
• Attributes - Q8:20 – everyday is a new day in the classroom 
• Attributes - Passion rubs off 
• Attributes - Q4:39 – Letting students know I am there for them (not just the 

subject) 
• Attributes - Q3 – can’t always teach the same thing in the same way and 

expect kids to get it all the time 
• Attributes - Q3:77 – If you want  an 8:00 -3:30 job this is not for you 
• Relationships - Q4:59 – It’s great if you know the content.  We need that, but 

it’s better if you’re willing to keep learning 
• Relationships - Q4:17 – students needed an African American representative at 

that level – moved from elementary to secondary 
• Relationships - Q8:44- getting to know who they are 
• Relationships - Q3:23 – we can have a conversation of when you know when I 

was in high school… 
• Relationships - Q1:53 – I get more response when they know I am paying 

attention to them 
• Relationships -Q1:32 – Once I figured out in high school it is mostly about 

getting to know the students, you can’t really be detached, things started to 
click 

• Relationships -Q6:16 – I can definitely relate to the age group 
• Relationships - Q8:14 – I did a placement in middle school and I liked it.  It 

was fun, but I felt like they were still babies. 
• Relationships -Q6:18 – Don’t have the energy required to teach  elementary 

school kids 
• Relationships -Q5:19 – Don’t have the affinity for little kids 
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• Relationships - Q2:68 – A big part of secondary is that it is going to be much 
more adversarial in nature between the student and teacher, and a lot less 
cooperation 

• Relationships - Q4:51 – At the elementary level I feel like I had to comfort 
parents more 

• Relationships - Q3:14 – being a secondary teacher it’s almost the last time to 
sort of mold them or before they go out into the “real world” um, you can make 
a huge impression on them. 

• Collaboration - Q5:63  So it’s showing the kids that yes, literature is like your 
primary source. But how that can be taken out into the world. I mean it’s a great 
tool but again, you have to work with people that are like minded and not… 
I’ve encountered both types. I’ve encountered very collaborative people and 
I’ve encountered kind of the older ideology of nope, it’s my classroom. I’m 
going to do things this way. So it’s harder to get through to those people. 

• Collaboration - Q4:43 - Well, we learn from each other. We need to look at 
different styles. We might have the same student and I’m wondering, why is 
that same student so successful in your room and not mine. I need to see what 
you’re doing or why do I hear you beefing about this kid, but I get them in class 
and we’re fine. 

• Collaboration - Q1:56 just came home mostly exhausted. Just wondering what 
I was going to do tomorrow, because I just barely keep it up. 

• Training - Q1:68 I didn’t really expect to be flying on my own from day one. 
• Training - Q1:69 I basically made it up as I went along. I would have liked a 

little more basic prep, knowing that they knew where I was coming from. I 
would have liked a little, “What does a lesson plan look like?” Not a template, 
but what does an actual lesson plan look like? I started making it up as I went 
along and trying to figure it out and got okay, I think by the end of the year, but 
there wasn’t a lot of collaboration that started. It seems kind of like one of those 
operations where nobody is going to get to know you until they know that 
you’re going to be around. 

• Pedagogy - Q5:67 As a secondary teacher I didn’t learn till my master’s degree 
howvery little I technically knew about pedagogy until my masters because I 
focused on content in undergrad. So I would like to see more of that stuff and 
more just choice. 

• Training - Q8:60 - And I did it. That first semester is the worst, and I made it 
through, and now I'm here and it's so much better, but no one tells you in 
college that your first year, I think it's going tobe like a flower patch and you're 
just going to walk, half the way through it, and it's the... if it's the worst you can 
get through, but once you make it past that, you're fine. But it's getting through 
it and realizing how am I going to handle this. What am I going to do with this? 
Like how to handle all of those problems that they don’t prepare you for 
college. 

•  
•  

Moving from Findings to Action: 
• Which is more important?  Content or Relationships 
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• How do you improve upon relationships? 
• Answer the question of what motivated them to choose secondary education 
• How did each participant arrive at the point of teaching at the secondary level? 

 
 
 
 
Theme:  Administrative Role 
Overview: 
How do administrator impact teacher motivation?  
 
Administrators play significant roles in the overall function of a school, but how do 
they impact teacher motivation day to day, week to week, and month to month? 
Findings/Outcomes: 

• Very little impact 
• Teachers looking for admin to be supportive not motivational 
• Look to admin to create positive climate 
• Admin provide support through training and professional development 

Participant Perspectives: 
• Admin Role - Q6:31 – Administrators are too far removed from the classroom 
• Admin Role - Q2:43 – just staying out of my way and minus other things I 

have to do, just staying out of my way 
• Climate - Q3:62 – if you do not have the rapport with the teacher you know the 

climate of the school will show 
• Training - Q2:47 – conflict resolution – maybe just the newest trends in 

conflict resolution and things like that 
• Training - Q3:5 – the only class I had taken was classroom management and 

that is all I had under my belt 
• Training - Q3:42 – I wish I had more classroom management experience, just 

to see, you know how a classroom ran 
• Training - Q8:52 – I wish sometimes there was better classroom management 

training 
• Collaboration - Q4:45 – If we don’t collaborate we cannot teach the whole 

child 
• Collaboration - Q1:67 – I really expected to be handed an organized 

curriculum 
• Collaboration Q4:46 – The opportunity is given on paper, but as far as acutally 

executing that, I don’t think so 
• Collaboration - Q1:70 – I seems kind of like one of those operations where 

nobody is going to get to know you until they know you’re going to be around 
• Pedagogy - 5:67 – I technically know very little about pedagogy because I 

focused on content (English) in undergrad5:67 – I technically know very little 
about pedagogy because I focused on content (English) in undergrad 
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• Pay - Q1:82Yeah, I think so. Honestly, the amount of work for the amount of 
pay compared to the amount of work I was doing for the amount of pay I was 
getting in the oil business is absurd. 

• Pay - Q2:53that’s really disincentivizing, knowing that I’m getting paid less 
because they’ve been here longer than other people 

• Pay - Q2:29 but the money was just really starting to… we were losing $300 
every month. Just we would never make it to the end of the month paying our 
bills. I’m like I honestly can’t do this anymore. I have to find something else to 
do. Interviewed for a position over Charlottesville with a defense contractor, 
but it’s hard to be excited about something in the defense industry. I mean I like 
saving a soldier’s life and so forth but I don’t want to be building something 
that’s like some awesome weapon. I want to be helping the world. It’s like I 
had a lot of sleepless nights. “Do I want to stay in education or not?” This 
recent six percent pay raise is enough to be like, “Okay. They can’t really take 
that back, so I guess I can kind of finish that career and do the best I can,” 
especially with my daughter and son about to come to the school right next 
door. It’s been a really big help. 

• Pay - Q2:61 Then the next step to me would be looking at government officials 
to try to incentivize Math Ed programs. 

• Pay - Q2:62 Maybe you help pay back some loans. Maybe you get better rates 
on your loans. As from a local standpoint, what can you do? Pay more. 
Personally, I think that we should be able to negotiate our salaries. 

• Pay - Q3:66  wish the pay was more, pay is less than I thought it would be 
• Training - Q1:69 – What does a lesson plan look like 
• Training - Q3:64 – So I read a couple books, you know, like teaching books 
• Training - Q1:15 - So no, the total amount of training I’ve had to be a teacher 

started in the middle of May when I started taking my courses to upgrade my 
provisional license. 

• Student Teaching - Q1:9 - None. They threw me right into the deep end. There 
was no student teaching. It was straight in 

• Training - Q1:78 If they clearly want to stay in business, the most useful 
course so far is developmental psychology 

• Training - Q4:48 I’m really not sure, but I think one of the biggest things that I 
see with new teachers going throughout the year is their involvement with 
personalities, and parents, that those things are not textbook— 

• Training - Q4:49 - Something in that area to just help them better prepared to 
say take charge of your classroom. Know when the parent has a valid point and 
know when your point is valid. Don’t just always give in for the sake of 
keeping peace. 

 
Moving from Findings to Action: 

• What can administrators do to help motivate teachers? 
o Provide support 

• How can administrators change the climate with teachers? 
o Build rapport with students 
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o Build rapport with staff 
• What can administrators do to change the perspective of being out the 

classroom too long? 
o Provide feedback 
o Provide meaningful training and professional development opportunities 

 Pedagogy 
 Classroom management 
 Conflict resolution 
 Social emotional needs of students 

 
 
Theme: Motivational Change 
Overview: The motivation changes included areas such as: social life, family, 
academic background 
Findings/Outcomes: The biggest impact on teacher motivation was classroom 
management and this also fell into the Content vs. Relationship category 
Participant Perspectives: 

• Background - Q5:14 – I grew up wanting to be a teacher 
• Background - Q1:16 – I needed a job 
• Background - Q1:44 – it wasn’t really any drive other than I needed a job 
• Background - Q2:8 – really the feeling like wanting to do good in the world 
• Background - Q8:21 – Like I always wondered who was going to teach you, 

so I wanted to go to school everyday and I enjoyed learning because there were 
so many aspects to it 

• Background - Q7:23 – I get a sense of reward and I guess I feel needed 
• Background - Q4:35 – If I left, who would do this 
• Background - Q4:32 – It’s almost like right now I cannot imagine life without 

education 
• Background - Q2:21 – I want to be helping the world 
• Background - Q5:44 – I mean I am just so incredibly comfortable in the 

classroom 
• Social life- Q7:26 – while my boys were in school, I drove to another county 

for to buy a six-pack of beer 
• Social life - Q2:39 – I try not to have a social life in any way…I want to talk to 

adults when I am not talking to students all day 
• Social life - Q1:55 – I anticipate more involvement in the next few years – 

career switcher 
• Social life -  Q3:32 – I actually probably need to spend less time at school 
• Social life - Q4:38 - Well, the younger teachers that I’ve seen come in, I think 

because they’re so young and so close the age of these high school students, the 
social life is almost at work. There’s the social media. They’re connected with 
the students. As far as a night life social life, they’re not finding it there. 

 
Moving from Findings to Action: 

• Does the number of years play a role in motivation 
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o not likely 
• How does academic background impact motivation 
• Do family and social life impact motivation 
• Does teacher training and teacher pay impact teacher motivation 

o Teacher training yes 
o Teacher pay is discussed but not as big of a factor 
o Teachers craving more training 
o  
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Appendix G 
Thematic Interactions 
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